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The first edition of Institutio christiani matrimonii, dedicated to Catherine 
of Aragon, was published by Froben at Basel in August 1526. The dedica- 
tory letter looks like a captatio benevolentiae: Erasmus pleads that pressure of 
work has delayed the appearance of a treatise promised more than two years 
before, and fears that haste has prevented him from portraying marriage 
as artistically as he might. The brief letter also includes, with unforeseeable 
irony, a eulogy of Catherine's own marriage and, very pertinently, a com- 
pliment on the upbringing of the ten-year-old Princess Mary: the mother's 
role in the education of her (female) children is an important topic of the In- 
stitutio. A few months later Erasmus confided to More his fear that, despite 
this cajolery, he had displeased the queen in discussing possible relaxation 
of the bonds of marriage, but both More and Mountjoy assured him that the 
queen had greatly approved of the book.’ 

Erasmus points out in the epistle that the style of his treatise is aus- 
tere, and that its gestation was long. This is not mere bluff: the book is 
profoundly serious and deeply researched. It is also deliberately unconven- 
tional. The work is no routine eulogy of the married state, no pious ex- 
hortation to newly-weds; still less does it echo the traditional literary por- 
trayal of marriage as a bleak and joyless relationship between ill-matched 
and restless partners, the image found in popular writing and sometimes 
sketched by Erasmus himself, for instance in the Moria and in the Virgi- 
nis et martyris comparatio? Erasmus’ treatise on marriage is a detailed and 
painstaking examination of the institution from every conceivable angle. 

Beginning with the decision to enter this honourable estate, which is 
also a sacrament of the church, Erasmus works his way through the succes- 
sive stages of marriage. The choice of a partner raises the questions of legal 
consent and of the restrictions imposed by civil and ecclesiastical impedi- 
ments, which Erasmus examines with a sharply critical eye. The betrothal 
and the wedding ceremony provoke a discussion of parental authority and 
of the increasing problem of clandestine marriages, to which Erasmus pro- 
poses the solution, later recommended by the Council of Trent, of more pub- 
lic and more formalized procedures. On the other hand, the unrestrained 
junketing that too often blemished the solemnity of the ceremony and of the 
wedding night incurs severe moral censure, and Erasmus evokes poignantly 
the bewilderment of the tender young couple brusquely initiated to their sex- 
uality. Further psychological, moral, and social questions arise in his pre- 
scriptions for the early days of life together, as the wife enters upon her 
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domestic duties; the marital virtues of love and fidelity are completed by 
the embodiment of hope, in the begetting, rearing, and education of chil- 
dren. This last topic, the most familiar to Erasmus and to his readership, is 
none the less extended by an unusual discussion of obscenity. Finally Eras- 
mus reaches the point at which a new generation, fortified by the excellence 
of his counsel, is ready to embark upon the dangerous seas of courtship. 
Thus, in the course of this circular tour, Erasmus has dealt with all the prin- 
cipal spiritual, theological, moral, legal, and physical aspects of this most 
momentous of human transactions. 

Though marriage has played a vital role in almost every society, its 
status and function had a special importance in the early days of the Ref- 
ormation. When Erasmus’ treatise appeared, the ‘states of life’ — virginity, 
celibacy, matrimony, and widowhood - were the subject of intense doctri- 
nal and theological controversy. The ex-monk Martin Luther had married 
his Katarina in the previous year, but this was merely the most notorious 
among a multitude of marriages contracted by those formerly bound bya 
vow of chastity. In a comment on this trend among priests and monks in 
Germany, Erasmus had suggested to Noél Béda in October 1 525 that these 
religious should be allowed the ‘remedy of marriage’ if they could not keep 
their vow, in order to avoid the worse scandal of concubinage.? By regard- 
ing sexual activity as a natural necessity rather than a mere concession to 
human weakness, Erasmus was in effect recommending a breach with an 
ascetic tradition dating back essentially to St Paul and upheld, to cite but 
one interesting example, by Erasmus’ close friend Colet.* But any contem- 
porary discussion of matrimony necessarily invoked the issues of institu- 
tional chastity and celibacy, which St Augustine and his contemporaries had 
done so much to promote; what is more, monastic propaganda of the Mid- 
dle Ages often took the form of declamation against marriage? Here was 
an issue on which the divergence in the sixteenth century between Reform- 
ers and traditionalists was clearly apparent, and an entire book devoted to 
it in 1526 could not fail to be regarded as a contribution to the polemic. 

Matrimony was traditionally considered a hybrid, being both a sacra- 
ment of the church and a civil matter, the only one of the sacraments, as 


* ott ox ox 


3 Ep 1620:60. For sarcastic comments on Luther's marriage, see eg Epp 1655 and 
1697. On the whole controversy over celibacy, and Erasmus' involvement in 
it, see Telle 153-200 and Léon-E. Halkin 'Erasme et le célibat sacerdotal' Revue 
d'histoire et de philosophie religieuses 57 (1977) 497-511. 

4 See Payne 282 n36 and, on Colet, Olsen 13-14. 

5 Cf Screech 14. 
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Augustine and Aquinas' recognized, to be subject to this difficulty. For that 
reason doubts were frequently expressed about its status as a true sacra- 
ment, and it was not officially admitted to the list of seven sacraments until 
the Council of Florence in 1439. The Reformers removed it (along with four 
others), a move for which Erasmus has sometimes been held responsible, 
on the dubious grounds that he made the outpouring of grace, essential in 
a true sacrament, conditional upon the right intention of the participants.” 
The question is of crucial importance, since the theory of the indissolubility 
of the marriage bond, so resolutely defended by Erasmus’ adversaries, was 
based essentially upon the sacramental character of the institution. 
Erasmus’ opinionated treatise was also bound to be viewed with grave 
suspicion by the orthodox because matrimony was an area over which the 
church had long claimed jurisdiction, especially since the great elucidation 
of canon law in the twelfth century.® Already under pressure from the less 
subtle attacks of Luther, the church was unlikely to welcome the critical ex- 
amination to which Erasmus subjects its position with the aid of his human- 
ist, scriptural, and patristic erudition. A survey of his principal sources will 
convey something of Erasmus’ astonishing and often disturbing eclecticism. 
His deployment of classical learning is, as usual, wide-ranging and id- 
iosyncratic. Alongside the fundamental passages on wedlock from book 7 
of Aristotle’s Politics he places a series of exempla culled from his beloved 
Plutarch’s essays on education and on marriage.’ By favouring a moral 
philosopher persuaded of the value of affection and kindliness between 
the sexes (rather than the more austere Seneca, for instance), Erasmus sig- 
nals his intention to be constructive towards womankind, but he is none the 
less constrained by the social prejudices of the classical heritage as well as 
of his own time. For example, he borrows extensively from the treatises of 
Xenophon and Pseudo-Aristotle on household management, both of which 
assume without question that a woman’s place is in the home (though it 
should be borne in mind that the running of an extensive sixteenth-century 
household was no light matter). The subordinate position of women in the 
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6 Augustine De bono coniugali 32 PL 40 394, Aquinas Supplementuni q 49 art 2; 
see also Olsen 2-6 and Payne 112-14. 

7 This reading is essentially that of Telle; see nn29, 33, and 67 to the text. For 
objections see Olsen passim and Payne 284-5 nn46-8. Telle 291-2 further sug- 
gests that Luther and Erasmus undermined the sacrament for opposite rea- 
sons: Luther out of pessimism concerning human corruption, Erasmus out of 
optimism concerning human freedom. 

8 See Esmein 1 25-31 and 108-24, and Gaudemet 139-93. 

9 De liberis educandis and Coniugalia praecepta, Moralia 1-14 and 138-46 
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ancient world is underlined by the great collections of Roman law, such as 
the Digesta and the Codex of Justinian, to which Erasmus also turned for en- 
lightenment on many technical questions, though he ignored the Roman ju- 
rists’ obsession with dowries. The (relatively) pure springs of Roman law, 
so admired by contemporary humanist exponents of the mos Gallicus, pro- 
vided examples not only of practical common sense but also of stylistic clar- 
ity; often Erasmus tacitly contrasts the elegantly expressed wisdom of the 
Roman emperors with the obscure wranglings of the medieval canonists. 
But in addition to these formal and obvious classical sources of inspira- 
tion, Erasmus as usual drew on the riches of his general reading, turning 
to Galen for a memorable anecdote about cosmetics, to the mimographer 
Publilius Syrus for a series of appropriate aphorisms, to the poets for re- 
flections on the nature of love, both marital and profane, and, not least, to 
the Roman comic dramatists for a portrayal of social and family life that 
seemed to him universally valid. Lest such literary allusions seem frivolous 
or irrelevant, Erasmus often combines them with scriptural and patristic ref- 
erences, as he does, for example, in defending parental authority (247-8), 
with a breathtaking syncretic display for which he makes only the barest 
apology." 

But it is of course Erasmus' appeal to the authority of Scripture that 
carries the most weight. Here the position was delicate, and Erasmus' inter- 
pretations of key passages had already aroused the controversies discussed 
later in this introduction. The Gospels have relatively little to say on mat- 
rimonial questions (the wedding at Cana recurs as an exemplum with sig- 
nificant regularity), and some important texts, such as Matthew 19:6, where 
Christ severely restricts the grounds for divorce, seem potentially damaging 
to Erasmus' case. Similarly St Paul, so reliable a source for Erasmus on other 
ethical questions, appears grudging in his approval of matrimony. Erasmus 
often handles these texts with more ingenuity than tact, and redresses the 
balance where possible by amassing evidence from the Old Testament - 
from God's inauguration of marriage in the Garden of Eden, through the 
exemplary legislation of Moses, to the eulogies of good women by the patri- 
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10 Cf Lacey 102-5 and, on the general evolution of legal scholarship in the Re- 
naissance, D.R. Kelley Foundations of Modern Historical Scholarship (New York 
1970) especially 53-148. 

11 For further discussion of Erasmus’ sources, see Michael J. Heath ‘Erasmus 
and the Laws of Marriage’ in Acta Conventus neo-Latini Hafniensis: Proceedings 
of the Eighth International Congress of Neo-Latin Studies, 1991 ed Rhoda Schnur 
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archs and prophets. Similarly eclectic is his use of patristic writing, whose 
major function in this book is to assist Erasmus in elucidating unpromising 
passages of Scripture; in other respects, the well-known advocacy of virgin- 
ity and celibacy by Augustine, Jerome, and Ambrose did not help his case. 
As Erasmus explains, abstinence and asceticism were more appropriate to 
their times, when unbelievers had to be won over by pious example, just 
as the Hebrew patriarchs, in their time allotted the duty of populating the 
world, were given greater licence in matters matrimonial (216). 

The opinions of the Fathers were often reproduced in Erasmus’ pri- 
mary medieval source, the Decretum, the decrees collected by the ecclesias- 
tical lawyer Gratian in the twelfth century, ^ which combined the teaching 
of the Scriptures with the doctrine of the early church and the more recent 
rulings of the papacy. Interestingly, Erasmus went out of his way to consult 
the legal commentaries of the medieval schoolmen who updated and em- 
bellished Gratian's basic work, though elsewhere he claimed to find their 
outpourings tedious and virtually unreadable. He used them for two pur- 
poses: to provide information, required, for example, to construct the re- 
markable account of the eighteen impediments to matrimony that occupies 
a central place in his discussion of the laws of marriage; and to provide 
opponents for his dialectic, as in his argument with Duns Scotus over the 
nature of vows (261). Of the commentators he names, the most authoritative 
are Peter Lombard (d 1160) and St Thomas Aquinas (1225-74); the former's 
concise Sententiae provided a framework for the effusions of a multitude of 
successors, as Erasmus wryly remarked in the Enchiridion. Erasmus also 
made much use of the collected pronouncements of the popes known as the 
Decretals, which prescribed in increasing and (to Erasmus) presumptuous 
detail the parameters of the institution of matrimony; many of his exam- 
ples of perplexing cases are based on the real-life problems presented to the 
medieval popes for adjudication. In his discussion of canon law, Erasmus 
barely disguises his habitual contempt for ‘human regulations, such as the 
‘papal’ impediments, unknown to Roman law, of spiritual kinship and pub- 
lic propriety. He waxes sarcastic about rules, unauthorized by divine law, 
that seem designed merely to ensnare the unwary in the toils of an arbitrary 
ecclesiastical authority. 

It is hard to know whether Erasmus was inspired by more recent treat- 
ments of the topic. Could the classical authors be bettered on ethical ques- 
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12 See n215 to the text. 
13 CWE 66 9; for an account of some of the commentators, see Rummel Annotations 
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tions? And was not his theological and legal battle essentially waged against 
the medieval legacy? Some of Erasmus' reflections on celibacy and divorce 
recall passages in More's Utopia, * but he makes no obvious allusion to this or 
to other recent treatises such as Luther's Judgment on Monastic Vows (1521) 
and Sermon on the Estate of Marriage (1522), or Vives’ Education of a Chris- 
tian Woman (1524, also dedicated to Catherine of Aragon). In fact the In- 
stitutio christiani matrimonii itself forms part of an acrimonious debate over 
the nature of the institution and the implications of Erasmus' position. In 
particular, it is a defence of his Encomium matrimonii, which had been at- 
tacked as recently as May 1526 by Josse Clichtove and Noël Béda;'? modern 
scholars are divided over whether the Institutio represents a provocative re- 
statement and reinforcement of Erasmus' views, or simply a clarification of 
them. 7 

Certainly there is a change of style. The hortatory Encomium matrimonii, 
first printed in 1518 but probably written much earlier, was published sep- 
arately several times, but it also reappeared, billed as a rhetorical exercise, 
an example of the ‘letter of persuasion,’ in De conscribendis epistolis in 1522.'? 
There it was followed, perhaps as a sop to earlier critics, by a much briefer 
‘letter of dissuasion’ in which Erasmus rehearses dutifully some of the stan- 
dard misogynistic arguments.'? The French translation of the Encomium pub- 
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14 Cf Olsen 14-15 and E.V. Telle "Marriage and Divorce on the Isle of Utopia' 
ERSY 8 (1988) 98-117. 

15 LW 44 251—400 and 45 17-49; for a survey of Luther's views, see Olsen 43-57. 
In 1525 (Ep 1624) Erasmus alluded to Vives’ De institutione feminae christianae 
and wondered if any more need be said on the subject; in 1527 (Epp 1830 and 
1847) he accused Vives of harshness towards women, a charge to which the 
latter pleaded justification! It is true that, by modern standards, Vives' tract 
takes less account than Erasmus' of female sensibilities. I can detect no allu- 
sion in Erasmus' Institutio to the most widely read fifteenth-century treatise, 
Francesco Barbaro's De re uxoria (1416), nor to a very recent work, Henricus 
Cornelius Agrippa's Declamatio de sacramento matrimonii, published earlier in 
1526. 

16 In. respectively, the Propugnaculum ecclesiae adversus Lutheranos and the Aunota- 
tiones Natalis Bedae; see Rummel Catholic Critics 11 39 and 74-8 on these attacks 
and Erasmus’ defence of himself in later works. For earlier attacks, beginning 
in 1519, see Telle 315-25 (Briart, Lee, and Standish) and CwE 71 86-8. 

17 See Telle 345-8 and 405-20, opposed by J.-C. Margolin in AsD 1-5 367-81. 

18 CWE 25 129-145; see especially 129 n1 for a succinct account of the history 
of the texts and of the controversies. See also the edition of the Encomium in 
ASD 1-5 333-416, and CwE 71 86-95 for the brief Apologia de laude matrimouii, 
published in March 1519. 

19 CWE 25 145-8; see Telle 185-7 on its alleged disingenuousness. 
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lished by the Chevalier de Berquin in 1525 revived the controversy with new 
ferocity; Berquin barely escaped with his life.” The Institutio adopts a less 
rhetorical and apparently more conciliatory tone: Erasmus portrays himself 
at one point as a delegate to a council who 'gives his considered opinion, but 
is prepared to yield to a better, or to be laughed out of court if he deserves 
it’ (279). But his disclaimers are generally of a more familiar Erasmian kind: 
‘I have merely been giving a few reminders, and if they seem unreasonable, 
then consider them unsaid' (302). Understandably, his opponents refused to 
‘consider unsaid’ a book of two hundred pages, and in modern times Emile 
V. Telle has echoed their impatience with what he considers Erasmus' du- 
plicity. From the standpoint of a transcendent and immutable Theology,” 
Erasmus' barely concealed attacks upon monasticism and clerical celibacy, 
which he considers worthless unless they make a man free for piety,” are an 
affront to the glorious tradition of Christian asceticism; on the other hand, 
to credit Erasmus with the single-handed invention of divorce is to stretch 
hostility too far.” 

The question of divorce (in the sense of complete dissolution of a mar- 
riage) was another on which Erasmus had recently become embroiled in con- 
troversy. In the second edition of his New Testament (1519), Erasmus had 
published a greatly expanded annotation on 1 Corinthians 7:39,” in which 
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20 See Telle's edition of L. de Berquin Declamation des louenges de mariage (Geneva 
1976) 54—63. Berquin finally went to the stake in 1529. 

21 Cf ibidem 62 n11. 

22 Erasmus is less comprehensive than Luther who, in his Judgment on Monastic 
Vows (see n15 above), considers them contrary to God's word, unnecessary to 
salvation, a violation of the first commandment and of Christian freedom, and 
contrary to common sense and reason. 

25 Telle's language is often intemperate: sarcasm about the ‘pape de Bale’ with 
his blind hatred of monasticism does not make the case more plausible. A 
useful counterweight is the dispassionate account in Olsen, which sets Eras- 
mus' views in the context of liberal Catholic thought (eg that of Cajetanus) 
as well as of the Reformers' far from unanimous views on the question. Telle 
returned to the attack in 'La Digamie de Thomas More, Erasme, et Catarino 
Politi’ BHR 52 (1990) 323-32; the article includes a study of another of Eras- 
mus’ adversaries, the Dominican Lancellotto de’ Politi, known as Catharinus. 
For replies to Telle’s strictures, see J.-C. Margolin in asp 1-2 153ff and John 
W. O'Malley in CWE 66 xxxiii-iv. 

24 LB VI 692D—703D; for summaries, see Olsen 21-7 and Payne 121-4. Erasmus 
added a large number of extra references to canon law in the 1522 edition; cf 
Erasmus’ Annotations on the New Testament: Acts, Romans, 1 and n Corinthians ed 
A. Reeve and M.A. Screech (Leiden 1990) 467-81. 
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he argued on both historical and humanitarian grounds for a loosening 
of the church's strictures on divorce and remarriage. Once again, since 
his argument included criticism of the vagaries of papal decrees and fur- 
ther slights on monastic vows and institutional celibacy, the work attracted 
hostile replies; among others, Jacob van Hoogstraten and Edward Lee as- 
serted the indissolubility of the sacrament.” In this annotation Erasmus 
cites an even larger number of Fathers and canonists than in the Institu- 
tio. While admitting that their evidence shows the wide and long-standing 
acceptance among Christians of the proposition that only death can dis- 
solve a properly contracted marriage, he argues, in essence, that times 
have changed and that now Christian charity and compassion should al- 
low 'certain marriages to be dissolved, not irresponsibly, but for serious 
reasons, and not by just anyone, but by the princes of the church or by law- 
fully appointed judges.’”° In reply to his critics, Erasmus simply assured 
them that he had no wish to teach anything contrary to the beliefs of the 
church. 

Erasmus’ opinions on marriage reached a wider audience when in 1523 
he published an edition of the Colloquia which included five new dialogues 
sometimes called the ‘marriage colloquies.' Two of them are relatively un- 
controversial, the one called simply ‘Marriage’ providing several precise ex- 
amples of marital harmony of the kind promoted in the Institutio.” But the 
others, ‘Courtship,’ “The Girl with No Interest in Marriage, and “The Re- 
pentant Girl,” return without apology to the themes of virginity, vows, 
celibacy, monasticism, and chastity within marriage. In 1526 and 1529 Eras- 
mus added other colloquies, more practical and less polemical, on venereal 
disease, breast-feeding, and extravagant clothing, which are also echoed in 
the Institutio.? In 1529, in De vidua christiana? Erasmus again courted contro- 
versy by warmly recommending remarriage for younger widows at least,” 
though his eulogies of widows who have chosen to preserve their chastity 
does something to redress the balance. In view of his earlier praise of virgin- 
ity in the Virginis et martyris comparatio of 1524, it seems wisest to conclude, 
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25 See Olsen 27-30; Rummel Catholic Critics 11 25-6; and Telle 205-31. 

26 LB VI 692F; see Olsen 32-3 on Erasmus’ ‘recantation.’ 

27 Coniugium CWE 39 306-27; cf 335-47 below. The other uncontroversial piece is 
Adolescentis et scorti (‘The Young Man and the Harlot’) CwE 39 381-9. 

28 Proci et puellae, Virgo uucóyapos, Virgo poenitens CWE 39 256-305 

29 See nn370, 654, and 662 to the text. 

30 CWE 66 178-257 

31 Ibidem 241-4 
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with Erasmus himself, that each state ‘has its own distinction and honour in 
sacred writings,’* and that each of us should be content with the state to 
which he or she has been called. 

It is possible today to admire Erasmus’ humane prescriptions for the 
preservation of marital harmony and for the upbringing of children, which 
are echoed in his other, more famous, pedagogical works; to admire also 
his uncompromising desire to raise the status of marriage in the eyes of his 
fellow Christians, to persuade them that the union of souls, rather than the 
contract, is the essence of marriage,” and to regularize the procedure both 
for entering and, where absolutely necessary, for leaving the state of mat- 
rimony. But it has to be said that his criticism of monasticism (to which he 
returns, like a man obsessed, at the very end of the Institutio), his attack on 
the indissolubility of marriage, which was what gave matrimony its sacra- 
mental quality in the eyes of Augustine,” and his apparently paradoxical 
theory of ‘matrimonial chastity”° were all guaranteed, and perhaps calcu- 
lated, to give offence to the traditionalists, and certainly put heart into the 
Reformers.” Predictably enough, when the Council of Trent in 1564 came to 
revise the blanket condemnation of Erasmus’ works by Pope Paul rv, the In- 
stitutio christiani matrimonii, along with a handful of other works, remained 
in its entirety a forbidden book.?? Paradoxically the same council, though it 
reaffirmed the superiority of virginity and celibacy to marriage, introduced, 
in a bid to eliminate clandestine marriages, a set of proposals remarkably 
similar to those which constitute one of Erasmus’ major plans for reform;?? 
on this point, at least, Erasmus the would-be conciliar delegate was given a 
hearing. 

This controversial and lengthy book was reprinted less often than 
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32 Ibidem 201; cf John W. O'Malley cwe 66 xxxiv and the Enchiridion CwE 66 68. 

33 See Payne 118; cf Telle 356-60 on Erasmus’ unusual concern for individual 
happiness at the expense of the ecclesiastical institution of marriage. On the 
less than romantic nature of marital love in the Renaissance, cf Maclean 59. 

34 On the influence here of his personal experiences, see eg Ep 447, the Com- 
pendium vitae CWE 4 406-10, and the useful summary in James K. McConica 
Erasmus (Oxford 1991) 5-8. For full studies of Erasmus’ attacks on monas- 
ticism, see Telle 15-150 and J. Chomarat ‘Erasme et le monachisme’ in Acta 
Conventus neo-Latini Hafniensis (see n11 above) 5-19. 

35 De bono coniugali 6 PL 40 378 

36 See 387 below. See also Asp 1-5 402-4 and notes (by Margolin). 

37 For Erasmus' influence on various Reformers, see Olsen 40, 76, and 113-17. 

38 Cf LB x 18214 and Bruce Mansfield The Phoenix of His Age: Interpretations of 
Erasmus, c 1550-1750 (Toronto 1979) 26-7. 

39 See 296-7 below, and n130. ` 
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many of Erasmus' works. Froben produced two simultaneous printings (one 
in folio and the other in octavo) at Basel in 1526; the Latin text also appeared 
at Antwerp in that year, and then in two undated sixteenth-century editions, 
one published at Cologne and the other with no place of origin. The work 
takes its place in the 1540 Opera omnia, in the series published by J. Maire 
at Paris (1650), and in LB (v 615-724). Translations, some of them abridged 
and expurgated, exist in German (1542), Italian (1550), English (1568 and an- 
other, undated, sixteenth-century version), and French (1714).*° The text here 
translated is that of the first octavo edition (Froben 1526), which has been 
compared with those of 1540 and Ls; there are no substantial differences be- 
tween them. I have corrected obvious misprints and omitted marginal head- 
ings. Translations of Scripture are my own, as in most cases no English ver- 
sion corresponds exactly to Erasmus’ Latin. I have taken no account of the 
readings of the manuscript draft of the Institutio in Erasmus’ own hand, pre- 
served in Copenhagen," as this lies beyond the remit of a translator. For 
their assistance in dealing with the complex issues of canon law raised in 
the course of this treatise, I am indebted to the valuable assistance of Msgr 
Alan McCormack and Dr Lynda Robitaille. 
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40 On all this, see Bibliotheca Erasmiana: répertoire des oeuvres d'Erasme ed F. Vander 
Haeghen (Ghent 1893) 110 and Telle 384 n1. 

41 Cf C. Reedijk "Three Erasmus Autographs in the Royal Library at Copenhagen’ 
in Studia bibliographica in honorem Herman de La Fontaine Verwey (Amsterdam 
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TO THE ILLUSTRIOUS QUEEN CATHERINE OF ENGLAND, GLORY 
OF MATRONS, FROM DESIDERIUS ERASMUS OF ROTTERDAM, 
GREETING. 
It is now more than two years, illustrious Queen, since I promised the hon- 
ourable Master William Mountjoy, chamberlain of your court, that I would 
write something on the institution of Christian marriage. Although I never 
lacked the will to fulfil my promise, I was constantly interrupted and pre- 
vented from performing the task by so many other obligations, vexations, 
and bouts of illness that I am beginning to fear Mountjoy will think me 
wanting in good faith. Iam now discharging my debt, late though it is, but 
whether I am discharging it in full, I do not know. For those who pay their 
debts in the correct amount but with coins that are deficient in weight and 
debased in alloy may be forgiven by easy-going creditors, but face serious 
difficulties with less flexible lenders. I might fear the same fate, except that 
I am dealing with the kindest and most accommodating of creditors. More- 
over, if one’s writing is to have life and spirit and to hold together, it is of 
the utmost importance to maintain, if one can, the fire and inspiration of the 
moment. But I have never been able to continue on my task for two days to- 
gether. I shall be surprised, therefore, if you are not offended by the flat and 
disjointed character of the piece. But if in my picture of matrimony I have 
shown myself a poor artist, in the saintliness of your character one can find 
the perfect model of a most holy and blessed marriage. Do not suspect me 
here of flattery. What we admire and praise in you does not belong to you, 
but is a gift from God. The valiant qualities of your mother Isabella, the 
former queen of Spain, were celebrated throughout the world. Her spotless 
character was truly the sweet savour? of God in every place. Your qualities 
are known to us from closer at hand; from them we can form some idea of 
her virtues also, just as we recognize the skill of a painter from his picture. 
We expect a work no less perfect in your daughter Mary. For what should 
we not expect from a girl who is born of the most devout of parents and 
brought up under the care of such a mother? I pray the Lord may preserve 
this happy state to the benefit of the whole Christian world. Farewell. 
Basel, 15 July 1526 
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1 The prefatory letter is Ep 1727 to Calonne of Aragon, trans Alexander Dalzell. 
2 Savour: 2 Cor 2:14-15 


THE INSTITUTION OF CHRISTIAN 
MATRIMONY BY DESIDERIUS ERASMUS 
OF ROTTERDAM 


Although every facet of our lives requires the most meticulous attention, yet 
particular pains must be taken in those areas that do not merely yield im- 
mediate advantage or disadvantage, but also sow the seed of success or dis- 
aster in every other area of our moral, intellectual, and physical existence. 
The watchful forester knows that he cannot neglect any part of his charge, 
yet his primary concern is with the roots of the trees, as he knows that the 
trees’ well-being depends entirely upon them. The officials in charge of the 
water supply must of course look after the pipes and the mains, but their 
first concern must be for the wells, since pollution of those will cause dis- 
ruption to the whole community. That is why, wherever they settled in their 
wanderings, the venerable patriarchs, whose lives are a pattern for our own, 
always took pains to provide for themselves wells that gushed clean wa- 
ter; they fought battles over them, they dug them out if they were filled in, 
and their descendants respected them as a sacred trust bequeathed by their 
forefathers.' 

Now I believe that the main root or principal wellspring that produces 
the greatest joy or unhappiness among humans is marriage; if appropriate 
care were taken in entering upon marriage, in cherishing it, and in seeing 
it through to the end, things would clearly go a lot better in human affairs 
than they do. And yet, quite incomprehensibly, hardly any aspect of life is 
treated more casually by Christians than this. The circumstances of one's 
birth are of great importance, and still more crucial is the manner of one's 
early upbringing. Matrimony, of course, involves both these wellsprings 
of our existence, the begetting and the rearing of children. Moreover, the 
prosperity of the state depends upon it, unless we happen to believe that 
it makes no difference what sort of family background a future statesman 
has, what principles he has been reared on, or what kind of example he has 
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1 Eg Abraham in Gen 21:30 and Isaac in Gen 26:18-25 
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been set at home; unless we think that someone whose home life is marked 
by habitual wickedness and sin will none the less behave in an exemplary 
way outside the home. 

The ancient philosophers, who took nature for their guide and passed 
on the rules that she lays down for the good life, never wrote more re- 
spectfully or more reverently than they did of marriage. Among many oth- 
ers, the most eminent to have bequeathed us their thoughts on the sub- 
ject are Aristotle, Xenophon, and Plutarch. Again, those who have tried to 
promote the good of humanity by legislation have taken particular pains 
over marriage and made many a pronouncement about the stability and 
sanctity of marriage and the right way to beget and bring up children. 
Hence the many laws about betrothal, divorce, and adultery; about the 
rights of parents over their children and the duty of children towards their 
parents. 

But for some reason that is not at all clear, Christians seem to have 
given far less thought to marriage than they should. I suspect that, among 
other things, it was because the early Christians had a certain, entirely ad- 
mirable? enthusiasm for celibacy and lifelong purity. Many of them made 
a point of extolling virginity and laid down precepts to enable virgins and 
widows to live pious and holy lives; they did not show the same concern for 
married people.* Fortunately, however, the Lord Jesus himself went out of 
his way not only to show respect for the married state in a number of ways 
but even to lay down rules for married life.? Peter, the chief of the apostles, 
was not slow to do the same,? while Paul, the church's most eminent teacher, 
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2 Erasmus frequently cites below Aristotle's Politics 7 and the pseudo-Aristote- 
lian Oeconomica, Xenophon's Oeconomicus, and Plutarch’s Coniugalia praecepta 
(Moralia 138-46). 
Admirabilis in Latin can also mean ‘strange, astonishing’; in view of Erasmus’ 
later attacks on monastic celibacy, one might suspect irony here. However, it 
is clear from Erasmus’ annotation on 1 Cor 7:39 LB VI 695D, 696A, 696D, and 
701D-E that, showing a sense of historical perspective akin to Augustine’s (see 
n106 below), he considered celibacy more appropriate at certain times, such as 
the apostolic era, than at others, such as the present. Telle 241-2 comments on 
the rarity among contemporary theologians of such a historical sense, while 
regretting this particular application of it. 

4 In similar passages in De conscribendis epistolis CWE 25 138 and 147, Erasmus 
names Jerome (eg Adversus Iovinianum and Epp 49 and 54) and Tertullian (eg 
De exhortatione castitatis, De pudicitia). For a much longer list, including works 
by Ambrose and Augustine, see CWE 66 321 n17. 

5 Eg Matt 19:3-12 

6 Eg 1 Pet 3:1-7 ` 
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surpassed even him in his concern for it.” Inspired above all by their exam- 
ple, I too shall try my best to provide something that will inspire or assist 
those who are joined by the sacrament of marriage to be worthy of the most 
holy estate, established and sanctioned by Christ, that they have entered. 

It would not be inappropriate to my subject to begin by singing the 
praises of marriage; the more people understand and accept the special dig- 
nity and sanctity of marriage, the more they will treat it with respect. But 
since it seems to me and to most people that I have written quite enough 
elsewhere on this topic (and far too much, according to some rather perverse 
critics)? I shall deal here only with the following subjects: how to ensure 
the best possible start to matrimony, how to develop and bring it to a suc- 
cessful conclusion, and, finally, how to bring up offspring, who are the most 
precious fruits of marriage. 

Let us begin with the principles enshrined in nature, though of course 
I am not forgetting that the creator and governor of nature is God, who 
took particular care to ensure that everything in his creation should be 
provided with the means to preserve itself from harm. Nature has estab- 
lished no surer means of self-preservation for humanity than mutual love 
and good will. To this end she has joined certain people by the bonds of 
kinship, which no individual has the power to create or break off purely 
of his own volition. Close ties of kinship ensure that a sense of obligation 
binds parents to children, and children to parents; remarkable evidence of 
this can be observed in the animal kingdom, and even among savage and 
untamed beasts. How close are the ties of love that unite brother and sis- 
ter! In fact, this natural instinct is so deeply implanted in the hearts of all 
peoples that the words associated with it are very widely used to convey re- 
spect, love, and concord. For example, 'father' is commonly used to describe 
someone who deserves our reverence and respect, ‘son’ someone whom 
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7 Eg 1 Cor 7 and Eph 5:22-33; all these New Testament passages play an impor- 
tant part in Erasmus' subsequent discussion. 

8 An allusion to the controversy surrounding Erasmus’ Declamatio or Encomium 
matrimonii, first published in 1518, though written much earlier (Asp 1-5 333- 
416 ed J.-C. Margolin); a revised version appeared in De conscribendis epistolis 
in 1522 (CWE 25 129-45). The critics included Jan Briart of Louvain and Josse 
Clichtove and Noél Béda of Paris. See the introductory note 209-12 above; 
CWE 26 528-9 n1; CWE 66 xviii-xix and xxxiv; Telle 315-45 (and 405-20 for his 
controversial claim that the Institutio is merely more of the same); Asp 1-5 367- 
81; and Rummel Catholic Critics 1 59 and 11 39 and 74-8. The French translation 
by Louis de Berquin, Declamation des louenges de mariage (1525), also caused a 
scandal; see the edition by E.V. Telle (Geneva 1976) 54-63 and AsD 1-5 354-8. 


INSTITUTIO CHRISTIANI MATRIMONII LB V 616D 218 


we hold especially dear, and "brother" someone whom we find particularly 
congenial. 

Moreover, this family feeling spreads its branches and its roots far 
and wide in all directions. It goes back in a direct line to grandfathers, 
great-grandfathers, great-great-grandfathers, great-great-great-grandfathers 
and great-great-great-great-grandfathers; it runs forward to grandchildren, 
great-grandchildren, great-great-grandchildren, and great-great-great- 
grandchildren; to left and right it extends to brothers, sisters, cousins on 
both sides and beyond, to relationships with no special name. If you go back 
through the indirect lines, you come upon paternal and maternal uncles, pa- 
ternal and maternal aunts, great-uncles, great-great-uncles, and great-great- 
aunts on both sides, and others for whom there is no technical name. If you 
go forward in the same way, you come upon a great throng of nieces and 
nephews by your brothers and sisters, not to mention the great- and great- 
great- nieces and nephews whom they provide in their turn! As you clamber 
about the family tree, new names are constantly added to this roll-call of 
family affection. Your parents are a couple: this is doubled with your grand- 
parents, becomes eightfold with your great-grandparents, is doubled again 
in the next generation — and so on. Looking the other way, you encounter 
sons and daughters, swarms of grandchildren and great-grandchildren by 
them, and so on into other branches, until, after much journeying, this 
affection based on the ties of blood very gradually evaporates. 

But then affinity, relationship by marriage, comes into play, to refresh 
the pool of good will, reinforcing, as it were, the bonds of natural kinship. 
Such relationships hover between those that nature establishes without our 
knowledge or consent and those that we enter into freely and deliberately. 
Your daughter's marriage brings you a son; your sister's betrothal brings 
you a brother. Even strangers, if they perform particular tasks, can be de- 
scribed as members of the family: the whimpering infant's wet-nurse is 
like a mother to him, the little child's tutor is loved like a father. Again, 
schoolteachers, whose sound instruction has improved their little charges, 
not only feel for them a kind of parental affection, but also receive in their 
turn the kind of respect due to a parent. Adoption, a facsimile of kinship, of- 
ten establishes an even stronger bond than ties of blood. The church has also 
found spiritual ways to increase the reasons for mutual good will among 
Christians, establishing bonds of sacred kinship between those who per- 
form the baptism, the godparents or catechists, and those who are reborn in 
Christ by the holy washing. 

However, I think that perhaps all these relationships are surpassed by 
friendship, that meeting of minds which is based solely on the inclination 
of the will and choice. Among the ancients, as long as there remained some 
vestiges of honour and dignity in human behaviour, hardly any form of 
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kinship or relationship was held in more respect than this, which extended 
to guests as well as to benefactors.? I shall not delay the reader here by 
recalling the laws of friendship, or by enumerating the examples of famous 
friendships, known to everyone from the frequent allusions to them in all 
the best authors. But among all relationships, natural, voluntary, or both, 
there is none closer or more holy than marriage, because it involves the 
complete and perpetual intermingling of two destinies, and connects, unites, 
and joins body to body, spirit to spirit in such a way that it seems to make 
two people one. Pythagoras described friendship as 'sharing a soul, but 
marriage goes even further and also means ‘sharing one body.’ The most 
important part of marriage is the union of two spirits, and so those who 
are joined in body but disunited in spirit are living in sin rather than in 
wedlock. 

Technically speaking, ‘marriage is a lawful and perpetual union be- 
tween a man and a woman, entered into for the purpose of begetting off- 
spring, and involving an indivisible partnership of life and property." Let 
this legalistic definition stand unchallenged for the moment; I have designed 
it specifically for the business in hand, which requires a model that includes 
every aspect of the question. Not only will proposing a definition of this 
kind help me to show that whatever makes other partnerships strong and 
inviolable is to be found, even stronger and more effective, in marriage, but 
it will also illustrate many other features of the subject. For this purpose I 
have painted a true and realistic portrait of marriage, to make clearer what 
should be the aim of anyone taking a wife or marrying a husband, for I shall 
not introduce into this discussion the unique and perfect marriage of the 
Virgin Mother, which is entirely without precedent, and shall remain so.” I 
am dealing with ordinary, everyday matrimony. 
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9 The classic discussions of friendship are Aristotle's Nicomachean Ethics, books 
7 and 8, and Cicero's De amicitia. The rules of hospitality in the ancient world 
were elaborate and generous; cf Institutio principis christiaui CWE 27 264 and 
nns5 and 6. 

10 Cf Adagia 1 i 2; ‘one body’ is an allusion to the ‘one flesh’ of Gen 2:24 and 
Matt 19:5. 

11 This definition, apparently Erasmus' own, expands the classic statements of 
Roman and canon law, such as Digesta 23.2.1 and Lombard Sententiae book 4 
dist 27 c 2. 

12 This might appear to qualify a passage in the Encomium matrimonii (see CWE 
25 131), where Erasmus suggests that Mary's marriage may serve ordinary 
mortals as an example of chaste wedlock, but in fact Erasmus returns to this 
theme 309 below. On Erasmus' generally respectful attitude to the Virgin, see 
Halkin ‘Mariologie.’ 
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It may be appropriate here to borrow some terms used in scholastic 
dialectic." The words ‘lawful union’ state the ‘genus’ of the term defined: a 
treaty or a contract is a ‘lawful association,’ although it can in no sense be 
called a marriage. The words 'for the purpose of begetting offspring' consti- 
tute the ‘difference’: they distinguish the purpose of marriage from that of 
every other type of lawful union. The final words, 'involving an indivisible 
partnership of life and property,’ represent a ‘characteristic property.’ 

The nature of a thing is also usually defined with reference to four 
causes. In this case, the ‘material cause’ consists of ‘a man and a woman,’ 
and one is thereby reminded that marriages made between those who are 
under age or past child-bearing cannot properly be called marriages in the 
exact meaning of the term, since in the one case they are not yet man and 
woman, and in the other they have ceased to be so. As for the efficient cause, 
that is ‘lawful union."'* The law is the immediate source of true matrimony, 
but of course God is the source of the law: he first joined male and female 
and soon after ordained the laws of marriage, declaring, 'And the two shall 
be one flesh.’ And, ‘For this reason shall a man leave his father and mother 
and cleave to his wife.’ And again, ‘Increase and multiply and replenish 
the earth."? Thus marriages that are not made lawfully (that is, under the 
authority and auspices of God) cannot truly be called marriages, although 
the church in its indulgence has allowed certain kinds of union, by no means 
"lawful," to be loosely called marriages. 

The formal cause is represented by ‘union and partnership of life’: 
there can be no marriage unless there is agreement between the partners as 


X* c xo ob a 


13 Erasmus subjects his definition of marriage to formal analysis in the style of 
Aquinas (on marriage, Supplementum q 49); Erasmus exploits the terminology 
of scholastic logic to demonstrate the superiority of marriage to other con- 
tracts. He was usually more scathing about the ‘quibbling’ of the medieval 
schoolmen; see the memorable passage in the Moria CWE 27 126-30. 

14 According to Isidore of Seville, quoted in Gratian's Decretum pars 2 € 27 q 2 
c 1, the ‘efficient cause’ of marriage is consent: Aquinas agrees, Supplementum 
q 45 art 1. Erasmus thus emphasizes the scriptural rather than the legal foun- 
dation of marriage. But all agree that the ‘final cause’ is the begetting of off- 
spring (ibidem q 54 art 3). The 'four causes' mentioned here are Aristotelian 
in origin (Analytica priora). 

15 The quotations are, respectively, two sentences from Matt 19:5 (= Mark 10:7-8) 
and Gen 9:1. 

16 Tvyjova in the text, a term used by Xenophon Cyropaedia 4.3.1 to distinguish 
"wedded wives' from mere concubines. Erasmus may be alluding to marriages 
arranged, for financial or political reasons, between couples below or beyond 
child-bearing age. ; 
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to the purpose of marriage. Thus liaisons for mere fornication and forced 
marriages are ruled out by my definition. The final cause of marriage is the 
"begetting of offspring, which means that no true marriage can be made 
between those too old for child-bearing, or those who are irremediably ster- 
ile — according to the strict definition of marriage I have proposed, although 
the church does not rule out certain types of marriage, of the second and 
third kind, which I shall touch on later, should an appropriate opportunity 
arise. For the moment I am simply attempting to make it clear that the dif- 
ferent things that give strength to various other kinds of partnership are all 
to be found, united, in matrimony alone. 

There are three things, above all, that bind and consolidate human so- 
ciety: nature, law, and religion. Nature includes not only the ties between 
parents and children, between siblings, between those related by blood or 
marriage, but also any true relationship that our innate reason commands 
us to respect, warning that it would be wickedly sinful to violate it. No le- 
gal penalty is prescribed for a faithless or ungrateful friend, but do we not 
all condemn the betrayal of friendship and ingratitude towards benefactors? 
Civil law did not penalize such misdeeds for the simple reason that it was 
unable to devise a punishment to fit the crime and considered that universal 
condemnation was easily punishment enough. It is worse to break a friend- 
ship than a legal agreement because it is entered into on trust alone, without 
documents, witnesses, or sureties, and arises from disinterested good will 
towards another. No legal instrument could be more binding than a bond 
established by some unsolicited act of kindness, especially if the donor has 
acted so spontaneously that he leaves himself no right to ask for recompense 
or to reproach the other, because of course he assumes the recipient's good 
will towards him, and does not harbour any suspicion of ingratitude in his 
heart. 

But where is there a closer union of hearts, where is there greater trust 
than in matrimony, where both partners willingly place themselves in each 
other's power and even to an extent surrender their bodies to each other? 
And so little do they consider the possibility of divorce that it is consid- 
ered the worst of omens even to mention the word at the wedding! The 
laws of the Jews and the pagans apparently granted husbands the power to 
repudiate their wives,” but by common consent divorce has always been 
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17 See especially Deut 24:1, modified by Christ in Matt 5:31-2. Divorce and re- 
marriage were relatively easy under imperial Roman law; see Codex 5.17.1- 
10 and Digesta 24.2.1-11; in the later Novellae 117.8-15 the Christian emper- 
ors sought to restrict the possibilities of dissolution by reducing allowable 
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reckoned among the most sinister of deeds, the equivalent of ingratitude 
and the betrayal of a friend. 

Another reason why the bond of marriage surpasses any friendship, 
however close, is that there is nothing to prevent one person from having 
many friends; and of course affection cannot have the same strength when 
it is spread among a number rather than concentrated on a single person, 
as it is in marriage. The Scythians considered it unseemly for one person 
to be a friend to many (the Greeks call this polyphilia);? Hesiod is not keen 
on polyxenia, any more than on axenia.’? Although we read that polygynaecia 
was allowed to certain patriarchs and kings,” it is certainly not permitted 
nowadays. Nature effectively cements these bonds in another way, through 
the natural inclination felt by each sex towards the other; the deeply im- 
planted desire to beget children complements the union of hearts. 5o much 
for nature's contribution. 

Now, how has the law tried to prevent the breaking of partnership 
agreements? It has introduced contracts, witnesses, documents, guarantors, 
securities, penalties. Which of these does not apply far more strictly in 
marriage, the true, properly conducted marriage with which we are con- 
cerned? The authorization of the families is required, legal documents and 
witnesses play their part in betrothal, and a prescribed form of words is 
used to make the contract between bride and groom. Under Roman law a 
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causes. By the twelfth century, although annulment was permitted on vari- 
ous grounds (see n148 below), total divorce in the modern sense had been 
virtually replaced by the limited divortium quoad torum, separation from the 
marriage-bed (Esmein 11 85-98; Telle 353-4). The etymological meaning of di- 
vortium is ‘separation,’ and Erasmus later exploits the flexibility of the term in 
a way impossible in English (cf Telle 350-1). His subsequent plea for a more 
humane approach to the indissolubility of marriage was of course echoed by 
the Reformers, who widened the causes beyond adultery alone; see Olsen pas- 
sim and Gaudemet 284-5 (also 70-88 for the Fathers' strictures on divorce and 
remarriage). For later claims that Erasmus directly inspired the Reformers' ac- 
tions, see Bruce Mansfield The Phoenix of His Age: Interpretations of Erasmus, 
c 1550-1750 (Toronto 1979) 41, 151 n4, and 204. 

18 An opinion cited in Lucian Toxaris 37; cf Adagia 111 vi 37: Neque nullis sis amicus 
neque multis, “Be a friend neither to none nor to many’; and Plutarch's essay 
De amicorum multitudine ('On Having Many Friends’), Moralia 93-7. 

19 HesiodWorks and Days 715; the words mean "hospitality to many' and "lack of 
hospitality.' 

20 The Old Testament contains many examples of polygamists, eg the patriarchs 
Abraham (Gen 16) and Jacob (Gen 30), and the kings David (1 Sam 25:43) and 
Solomon (1 Kings 11:3: seven hundred wives!). 
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solemn oath was sworn, in a prescribed form, before the censor. Remem- 
ber Aulus Gellius’ story of a man who got himself fined by the censor: he 
was asked, in the customary way, ‘On your conscience, are you satisfied 
that you have a wife?'; to which he replied, with rather inappropriate hu- 
mour, "Yes, I have a wife, but by heaven I'm not exactly satisfied!" Nowa- 
days marriages are contracted in public before a priest or in private before 
witnesses. The forthcoming ceremony is announced to the people, in case 
somebody knows of some factor that may subsequently render the union in- 
valid; everyone sees the bride taken in solemn procession to the church and 
back again, helping to ensure that no pretext will be found to undermine the 
union once it is effected. Again, what pledge could make a contract more 
binding than having children together (which is why Latin calls children 
'pledges^)?^ 

Another point: there are three kinds of penalty for violating the laws 
of matrimony. The first, which I consider the least serious, is execution: by 
stoning under Jewish law, and by the sword under Roman law.?? The second 
is ostracism.^* The third is divine vengeance, which no guilty creature can 
escape. But there will be a better opportunity to discuss these later; for now, 
let me finish what I was saying. 

For the most secure guarantees of their contracts, people look to re- 
ligion, which indeed used to consist very largely of such things as oaths, 
vows, obtestations, sacrifices, and other rituals. Even among the pagans, 
those scrupulous worshippers of demons, weddings were performed with 
much religious ceremony.” They had Jupiter Gamelius, who was supposed 
to watch over marriage alliances and to punish those who desecrated them. 
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21 Aulus Gellius Noctes Atticae 4.20.2, also found in Cicero De oratore 2.64.260 
and Quintilian Institutiones oratoriae 8.5.1. A variant reading in Gellius and in 
Erasmus’ text, which would translate ‘You are not exactly satisfied!’ seems to 
weaken the joke. 

22 Pignora, a common metaphor used also of other close relatives; cf Quintilian 
Institutiones oratoriae 6.1.33 and Pliny Epistles 1.12.3. 

23 Deut 22:24 and Institutiones 4.18.4; see also n248 below and a passage in the 
Institutio principis christiani CWE 27 269 and n31. 

24 Used among the Greeks: Aristotle Politics 7.16.18 (1336a1) and Plato Laws 
6.7845. See also n250 below. Paul prescribes this penalty for incest in 1 Cor 

DO 

25 2 ET laudatory account of ancient marriage ceremonies in De conscribendis 
epistolis CWE 25 135; but here Erasmus goes further in establishing syncretic 
parallels with Christianity. 

26 A Greek epithet meaning ‘pertaining to weddings,’ applied to this aspect of 
Zeus or Jupiter 
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Then there was Juno Pronuba,7 under whose auspices marriages would 
prosper, and also Venus, who was supposed to have in her gift procreation, 
which is of course the fulfilment of matrimony. Marriages were made under 
their auspices and, as it were, in their presence. A sacrifice was made to Juno, 
Venus, and the Graces,? to reinforce all the other elements: the contract of 
betrothal, the solemn oath, which was held most sacred among the ancients 
(to the great shame of modern Christians); the curse pronounced against po- 
tential desecrators; the joining of right hands, the symbol of trust, and the ex- 
change of kisses, the sign of mutual love; the written contract and the dowry. 
Juno was believed to encourage fidelity and Venus fertility, and the Graces 
to ensure continuing affection between the couple. Those people and their 
unholy symbols could give us some lessons in holiness. Let us give thanks 
to God that our impiety is different in kind from theirs, and that his mercy 
has freed us, through his Son, from the heathenish worship of demons. 
None the less, we ought to be ashamed to call ourselves Christians if 
we neglect something that the pagans thought deserved such careful atten- 
tion and if our true beliefs do not inspire us to treat marriage with rever- 
ence, since their vain superstition induced them to do so. Instead of Jupiter 
Gamelius, we have God the Father, who instituted marriage in the Garden of 
Eden; he it is who rewards those who observe the laws of marriage he made 
and punishes those who infringe them. Instead of Juno, we have the Son 
of God, who hallowed a marriage by his presence and by the very first of 
his miracles.” Instead of the Graces, we have the Holy Spirit, who breathes 
into those who take this sacrament as they should a secret breath of mutual 
love; thus they are joined by more than the human affection engendered 
by the body's desires and, inspired by the gift of heavenly love, are more 
closely united by their devotion to God than by their physical union with 
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27 The queen of heaven as the patroness of marriage, the divine counterpart of 
the Roman matron (pronuba) who attended the bride throughout the wedding 
ceremonies 

28 As Erasmus points out, Venus was traditionally associated with fertility; the 
three Graces, daughters of Jupiter and the sea-nymph Eurynome, usually rep- 
resented harmony and reconciliation. 

29 The wedding at Cana (John 2:1-11), an incident often evoked in the wedding 
liturgy: see Stevenson 10 and 65-6. In the Encomium matrimonii CWE 25 131, 
Erasmus uses this example to bolster his argument that marriage is the greatest 
of the sacraments; his tone here is deliberately more restrained. Telle 373-5 
argues, however, that in the next sentence ('as they should’) and elsewhere 
Erasmus denies the automatic outpouring of grace (ex opere operato) during the 
ceremony, an essential component of a true sacrament. 
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one another. In place of Venus, we have Holy Church, whose authority sanc- 
tions and embellishes all lawfully contracted marriages. Finally, this holy act 
(as it undoubtedly is) is performed in a holy place, a duly appointed min- 
ister of the sacraments officiates, auspicious prayers are offered, the Gospel 
is at hand, and the sacrifice made is not of cattle but of the spotless Lamb,?° 
who bequeathed to us this most sacred token of a covenant that must never 
be broken. 

Thus the consecration of a marriage is attended by much religious de- 
votion — and yet are there still among us Christians unafraid to desecrate it 
as though it were merely a secular institution? In order that marriage might 
be the more sacred to us and that, as Paul's teaching has it, ^wedlock might 
be honourable to all, and the marriage-bed undefiled,?' to some extent God 
held matrimony in greater honour than virginity,” although the latter has 
its particular glories, by which it rises to the heights of the angels. For what 
does the church hold more dear or more sacred after God than the seven 
mysteries, which Christ the Bridegroom left for his bride, as guarantees of 
his return and as most precious reminders of himself during his absence 
(in the corporeal sense, at least)? He chose to include marriage among these 
precious pledges, these priceless jewels, these holy memorials to himself — 
and virginity cannot lay claim to the same degree of honour. 

To comprehend more clearly the true majesty of that word ‘sacrament’ 
(‘mystery’ in Greek),? you should know that in lawful marriage, as in almost 
all the other sacraments, there are three things to look for: a symbol, a 
pledge, and an example. By a symbol, I mean an outward sign, a likeness 
which evokes an archetype; the ‘pledge’ is the gift of spiritual grace that is 
poured out as if guaranteed through the administration of the sacrament; 
the ‘example’ is the element in the ceremony that we are encouraged to em- 
ulate. The more exalted the person a statue represents — a prince, a saint, or 
the supreme godhead - the more respect it will receive; similarly the sacra- 
ments command respect and honour by virtue of the hidden meaning they 
convey. 
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30 A reference to the nuptial mass 

31 Heb 13:4 

32 On the controversy aroused by this view, see the introductory note 205 above. 

33 TO pvoTHpiov: cf n66 below. Marriage was the last of the seven sacraments to 
be acknowledged officially, at the Council of Florence in 1439 (Decretum pro 
Armenis, Denzinger 1327). For conflicting views on Erasmus' treatment of its 
sacramental character, see Payne passim, especially 104-25; and Telle 257-71 
and 367-82. 
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What then is the meaning to us of this visible union of a man and a 
woman? First, it represents that supreme mystery, which the very angels 
worship,*4 whereby the divine nature joined itself to human nature by an 
ineffable bond; in one and the same hypostasis?” were joined the Son of 
God, a human soul, and a human body, and an indissoluble link was forged 
between the heavenly and the terrestrial, the eternal and the mortal, the 
visible and the invisible, the infinite and the finite, the created and the un- 
created, the highest and the lowest. What could be more divine than this 
alliance? Such diverse natures come together in a single being, though their 
essences remain distinct; but such is the harmony of this hypostatic union 
that one and the same being may truly be called God and man, the Son of 
God, God from God, an immortal from the Immortal, born outside time yet 
in time born as a man of mankind; at the same time creator of all things and 
creature, dead yet giving life to all that lives, reviver of the dead yet him- 
self consigned to death. In both cases we observe perfect unity: in the one 
a single hypostasis from God and man, in the other the image of this unity: 
‘And the two shall be one flesh.?^ In the one, two natures are joined but not 
mixed together, in the other the two sexes are linked but not merged. 

In that divine union, where two natures are joined but not mixed, their 
respective positions are maintained and the mightier enfolds the weaker, 
that is, the divine nature embraces the human. In a contract of marriage, the 
husband retains his authority, by which, none the less, he so cherishes and 
enfolds the weaker sex that their life together is based on partnership, not 
tyranny. The man represents the principles of form and action, the woman, 
of matter desiring form.*” See how duality is by some inexpressible means 
reduced to unity” in God and man, in husband and wife; God is the first 
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34 Cf Heb 1:6. 

35 The union in one person of the divine and human natures; this mystery of 
faith concerning Christ, who is both perfect God and perfect man, was fully 
established (against various heresies) by the Council of Chalcedon in 451 (Den- 
zinger 300). 

36 Gen 2:24. For a detailed commentary on this passage and its 'extravagant 
blending of different ‘mysteries,’ see Telle 369-71. 

37 A reference to Aristotelian-Thomistic physics, in which matter and form are 
the primary essential principles of changeable being; cf the colloquy Puerpera 
(‘The New Mother’) cwE 39 601-2. In De generatione animalium 1.1.2 (716a5), 
Aristotle states that, in the begetting of children, the father provides form and 
the mother the material; Aquinas quotes this in Supplementum q 52 art 4.2. See 
also Maclean 8-10 and 40-1. 

38 Erasmus uses the grecisms henas (unity) and dyas (duality), recalling Plato's 
discussions of the special kind of unity that defies mathematical analysis (eg 
Philebus 15^; see also Parmenides 149c and Phaedo 101C). 
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cause of both unions, with love as intermediary. The Son took on human 
nature, but the operation was performed by the godhead as a whole. What 
are we told concerning matrimony? ‘Whom God has joined, let no man put 
asunder.”? If God can be separated from man in the person of Christ, a hus- 
band can be separated from his wife in marriage. When divorce occurs, it 
appears that it was never a true marriage. If the man who said, ‘Friendship 
that could end was never true friendship,'*? was right, it would be even 
more true to say, A marriage that could be dissolved was never a true mar- 
riage. And let people say what they like, I call a true marriage not one that 
is approved by the law but one that is cemented between equals in virtue by 
true affection; a union founded on moral qualities will very rarely fall apart. 

I have thus established one parallel to show how closely a human insti- 
tution can reflect the divine reality. You see how two disparate parts become 
one in an indissoluble union, how both have the same cause, and how love 
is the intermediary in both cases. What else but his ineffable love persuaded 
the Son of Man to share our nature? Similarly, a marriage that is not based 
on mutual affection does not deserve the name. But what of the fruit of this 
union? After taking our form the heavenly Bridegroom, clothed in human 
shape, stepped out from his chamber. His first task was to expel his rival 
and then to claim his bride, the church, whom he set free by his death, whom 
he washed and purified with his blood, whom he endowed with the mys- 
tic gifts of his spirit. How numerous and how blessed are the offspring that 
Christ fathered (and continues to father) by his bride! She is impregnated 
with the heavenly seed of God's word, as the apostle James writes: 'Of his 
free will he begot us by the word of truth, that we should be, as it were, the 
beginning of his creation." Paul is no doubt justified in saying, ‘For I have 
given you birth in Christ Jesus through the gospel,' and again, "You are my 
children, to whom I give second birth as Christ is formed within you.'* But 
how much more just it is to acknowledge Christ as the creator and leader 
of this new generation of children, ^who were born, not of blood, nor of the 
human will, nor of the desires of the flesh, but of God.” 

The church is of course that abundantly fruitful bride of Christ whom 
David was inspired by the Spirit to foretell: "Your wife shall be like a fruit- 
ful vine growing all round vour house.' The church is like a single house 
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39 Matt 19:6. On the increasing liturgical importance of this text at the time of 
the Reformation, see Stevenson 76 and index under ‘Matthew 19.' 

40 Aristotle Eudemian Ethics 7.5.3, cited in Erasmus’ Adagia 1 i 72 

41 James 1:18 

42 1 Cor 4:15; Gal 4:19 

43 John 1:13 
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for all her children, and they are the delightful throng of offspring hymned 
by David in the same verse: 'Your children shall be like olive-shoots sur- 
rounding your table.'^^ The old olive trees have been rooted out, and now 
new olive plants are growing in their place, tender in their innocence but 
heavy with the sweet fruit of faith and love. They stand round the Lord's 
table, whence they are refreshed with heavenly food and drink, the body 
and blood of their redeemer. 

That nameless Hebrew sage was contemplating this wonderful progeny 
with his mind's eye when he exclaimed, ‘O how fair is that chaste genera- 
tion, and how bright!? No wonder they appear fair and chaste, since the 
Bridegroom has washed away their sin and adorned them with so many 
heavenly treasures! No wonder they seem bright, since the true Sun of the 
world, ‘who enlightens everyone that comes into this world,/4$ has shone 
upon them! The church is the new bride who seemed barren to the syna- 
gogue, since the Jews thought they had destroyed the Bridegroom, though 
in truth he had ascended to heaven. For a while he did indeed withdraw his 
physical presence, but he left the powerful seed of God's word in her; he 
continued to meet her and, through the hidden ways of the spirit, to steal 
into the bosom of his bride and thus beget every day a numerous progeny 
from every nation under heaven. Even she is astonished by this bountiful 
supply of children, and says, in Isaiah: ‘How did I come by all these chil- 
dren? I was sterile and barren, an exile and a captive: who reared them? I 
was deserted and alone: where were they all?’4” 

Why has the synagogue so few offspring? Because it has killed its 
husband, and instead of the Bridegroom it embraces Moses, who is long past 
the age of fatherhood. But the new bride, just when she was most harassed 
by the Jews and the gentiles, by exile, torture, and death, none the less gave 
the Bridegroom a multitude of legitimate sons and daughters. Of course, 
she claims no credit for her fertility, but gives thanks to the Bridegroom, 
saying, ‘Here am I and my children, whom the Lord gave me.’4° Thus the 
first and greatest of all the mysteries is that the Son of God joined himself 
to human nature as to a bride, making a single hypostasis from the two. In 
the same way, man and woman are made one flesh in matrimony. 
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44 Ps 127 (Vulg 128):3 
45 Wisd of Sol 4:1 in Jerome's version of the Septuagint PL 29 430c; the reading 
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The second mystery is that the one of whom John the Baptist says, ‘It is 
the bridegroom who possesses the bride,” has joined the church to himself 
by an unbreakable bond, exactly as the rest of the body is linked to the head. 
Body and head sound like two separate things, but they become one and the 
same by this communion. Hear how the Bridegroom prays in the Gospel for 
his bride, from whom he will not be separated: ‘I ask it not only for them, 
but for all those who shall believe in me through their word; may they all 
be one, as you, Father, are in me and I am in you; may they all be one in us. 
Holy Father, in your name protect those whom you have given me, that they 
may be one as we are one.’ A little later he says, ‘I in them and you in me, 
may they be perfectly one.?? And to show us that in this mystical marriage 
good and evil alike are shared, he says, in the Gospel, "Whatever you do, 
even to the least of my followers, you do it to me.” In the Acts of the 
Apostles he cries out, as Saul attacks the Bridegroom's children, 'Saul, Saul, 
why are you persecuting me??? Obviously he would have said, "Why are 
you persecuting my followers?' were it not that the bride and groom are one. 

Such a union knows no divorce: ‘I give them eternal life,’ he says, ‘and 
they shall never perish; no one shall pluck them from my hands.” The devil 
gets his name from the Greek word for slander?* he is watchful and cun- 
ning, ever ready to foment discord between brothers and quarrels between 
the bride and her groom. He is furious that his handmaiden has been taken 
from him and raised to such an honourable estate, and he tries every means 
to engineer a divorce between those who are happily united. But he must 
fail: the church's Bridegroom is all-virtuous, and will not reject his beloved; 
he is all-powerful, and cannot be ousted by force; he is all-knowing, and can- 
not be deceived by Satan's wiles. That old fox procures abortions and steril- 
ity by witchcraft, but the Bridegroom turns all this sorcery to his bride's 
advantage. Thus in the simile of marriage you can also find an image of 
the lawful union of the bride and groom, of the indissoluble bond in which 
everything is shared, and of the fruit of their union, heavenly offspring or, 
as Paul puts it, ‘a new creature.^?? 
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49 John 3:29. On the infrequent use of this image in the wedding liturgy before 
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In this respect the sacrament of marriage reminds us of baptism. 
Through marriage we are born into this world, through baptism we are 
reborn in Christ. This rebirth is of course more momentous than birth, but 
were we not first born through marriage none of us could then be reborn in 
Christ through baptism! The fact that, as Paul says, marriage also produces 
‘the children of wrath” is not the fault of matrimony itself but of the devil, 
the cause of that first unhappy divorce when nature, created good, was cor- 
rupted by sin. Marriage existed before sin, and, but for its intervention, 
matrimony would have produced nothing but joyful and utterly beloved?” 
offspring. Some scholars — Jean Gerson”? is one - believe we cannot alto- 
gether discount the view, if we base our hope on God's boundless mercy, 
that should a child born to devout parents happen to die without receiving, 
through nobody's fault, the gift of baptism, it will not necessarily be con- 
demned to eternal torment. But whatever the church's judgment on this (for 
I am not seeking to impose my own opinion here), it is clear that, even if 
nowadays every Christian marriage produces ‘the children of wrath,’ they 
are born with hope of receiving grace. For baptism is denied to none and, 
in an emergency, may be administered by anyone. 

It may not be inappropriate here to consider another mystery symbol- 
ized by marriage: the heavenly Father begot a Son equal to himself before 
time existed, and then, having created the world through his Son, the Father 
begot him again, in a certain sense, in the race of mortals; then God fathered 
his Son once more, though more materially, through the Virgin Mary. I feel 
that it would not be irreverent to picture God the Father as the bridegroom, 
the holy Virgin as the bride, the angel as the intermediary,” the Holy Ghost 
as the agent of conception; the newborn child as both God and man, the off- 
spring of God and man, a creature of mixed race, as it were, which in Latin 
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56 Eph 2:3 

57 Erasmus uses the rare grecism erasmius in what is perhaps a rather bitter al- 
lusion to his own family circumstances. 

58 Jean Gerson (1363-1428) Sermo in festo nativitatis beatae Mariae virginis in Oeu- 
ores completes ed P. Glorieux 10 vols (Tournai 1960-75) v 349-50, discussing 
the implications of Christ's sanctification in the Virgin's womb. The Sorbonne 
theologian Noél Béda had been urging Erasmus to read Gerson's work for 
some time; Erasmus replied in March 1526 (Allen Ep 1679:84) that he had just 
obtained a copy and begun to read it. Although welcoming Gerson's humane 
view here, Erasmus formed no great opinion of him, to judge by remarks in 
the Ecclesiastes LB v 857p and in the Annotations on Luke LB vi 228E, and he 
rarely cites him subsequently. On the fate of unbaptized infants, see NCE 11 
63-4 and 69-71, and vii 762-5 (under ‘Limbo’). 

59 Paranymphus, meaning an advocate or spokesman in general, but in particular 
a friend of the bridegroom acting rather like the best man or groomsman today 
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is called a hybrid — not, of course, a word to be used casually in speaking 
of the divine, but one that I have used here to clarify the illustration. After 
all, the holy Fathers are not afraid to write of the Virgin Mother as the bride 
of God,” and the church does not hesitate to apply to her Solomon's words 
about the church and Christ in the Song of Songs. 

So many of the details remind us of marriage. Gabriel,” the messen- 
ger, receives the Virgin's consent, and the power of the Most High overshad- 
ows her (as he embraces her, no doubt). The Holy Spirit, the agent of that 
inexpressible conception, comes to her, the Virgin's womb swells, and she 
gives birth to that miraculous Geryon,? a giant formed of three substances; 
his first journey was from the heights of heaven to the Virgin's womb, then 
from the cross to the underworld, thence to the throne of divine majesty, 
where he now sits, victorious, at his Father's right hand. The apostles de- 
nied the Lord; only the Virgin, according to pious belief, remained faithful 
to their union® — an example of that stable kind of marriage which knows 
nothing of divorce. 

Perhaps we might examine here a fourth symbolic aspect of matri- 
mony: just as the whole church, which includes every true believer from the 
beginning of the world to its end, may be considered the one bride of Christ, 
the one spotless dove, so, according to the moral sense, each individual soul 
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60 Erasmus himself calls Mary the ‘bride’ of God in his Precationes: ad Virginem 
Matrem (‘To the Virgin Mother’) 126 above, and his early Paean Virgini Matri 
(20-38 above) is permeated by the imagery of Old Testament wisdom litera- 
ture; see Halkin 'Mariologie' 36. 

61 Song of Sol 4:7: "Thou art all fair, my love; there is no spot in thee’; cf Apologia 
adversus monachos LB Ix 1036c; see also Halkin 'Mariologie' 42. 

62 This account is based on Luke 1:34-5. 

65 A triple-headed or triple-bodied giant, shepherd of Gades, killed by Hercules 
in his tenth labour. The comparison is unexpected: elsewhere Erasmus men- 
tions Geryon in a satirical context, in De conscribendis epistolis CWE 25 45, and 
in Ep 541:142 as a compliment to Wolfgang Capito, who was armed with the 
‘three languages,’ Latin, Greek and Hebrew. For another giant as a type of 
Christ, see In psalmum quartuin concio CWE 63 230. See also Paean Virgini Matri 
21 n11 above; Liturgia Virginis Matris 101 n96 above. 

64 See Matt 26:56-75 on the disciples’ desertion, and John 19:25 on Mary's pres- 
ence (with John) at the crucifixion. Erasmus may have in mind the Stabat mater, 
the celebrated thirteenth-century liturgical sequence that describes the scene 
at the crucifixion. For Erasmus' views on such 'pious beliefs, see Halkin 'Mar- 
iologie 51 and Halkin's edition of the Liturgia Virginis Matris ASD v-1 104-5. 

65 One of the four senses of Scripture (cf Moria CwE 27 134), the ‘tropologi- 
cal sense,' in which Scripture is applied to the individual believer; Erasmus’ 
exposition of the First Psalm, for example, is conducted ‘principally on the 
tropological level’ (cwE 63 8). 
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chosen to share eternal bliss is also a bride of Christ; for all eternity it can- 
not be separated from its husband, to whom it has borne many children in 
the form of the virtues with which it was endowed and the people whom it 
brought to the love of Christ by wholesome teaching and a holy way of life. 
Thus there are so many symbolic representations of the divine mysteries in 
lawful matrimony that Paul was right to say, 'I tell you that this is a mighty 
sacrament, in Christ and in the church.”° I think I have now said enough 
for our purposes about marriage as a symbol. 

On the question of the gift of grace the Doctors’ opinions are divided.” 
The older theologians seem to have associated matrimony with the word 
sacrament in so far as they recognized in it an outward symbol of the most 
sacred things; I have already discussed this. But since they denied that a 
special sacramental grace is poured out during the ceremony, they excluded 
matrimony from the formal list of the sacraments, in which, as all the Doc- 
tors of the church agree, there must be an efficacious sign, a sign guaranteed 
to be efficacious by the divine goodness itself. However, later theologians 
have won acceptance for their less rigorous view that in matrimony, prop- 
erly undertaken, as in the other sacraments, a special gift of the Spirit is 
poured out, by which the participants are granted greater stamina to live in 
perpetual harmony, greater strength to face together the perils of this life, 
and greater wisdom to bring up their children in the ways of piety. But just 
as in other sacraments, so it is in matrimony: unless they are received aright, 
grace will be replaced by wrath. 

You married people must not be made downhearted by the lustre at- 
taching to the professions of nun or priest; your calling has its own glories. 
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66 Eph 5:32; in his own Novum Testamentum LB v1 856A Erasmus uses niysterium, 
echoing Paul's pvarijpiov; but in order to advance his argument in this text (as 
in the Encomium matrimonii CWE 25 131), he reverts here to the Vulgate trans- 
lation sacramentum. See Olsen 6-10; Telle 367-82; Payne 112-15; and Rum- 
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from a different perspective, in his annotation on 1 Cor 7:39 LB VI 699D—700A, 
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as such, with certain reservations based on its other, natural functions, in the 
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- insincere in particular because he places restrictions on the outpouring of 
grace, dependent according to him on the intentions of the human participants 
(‘properly undertaken’ below). 
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There is much in it to boast of, ‘but if you must boast, then boast in the 
Lord.'? You will be "boasting in the Lord' if, when you extol the glories of 
marriage, you ensure that the glory of its symbolism and the magnitude of 
the gift are matched by the reverence of your conduct. Otherwise, so far from 
raising you up, the glory of this calling will condemn your irreverence all 
the more severely. You know the principles: ^marriage is honourable before 
all, the marriage-bed undefiled,’ a union witnessed and favoured by God, 
to which divorce is unknown and dissension a stranger, free from all im- 
morality, rich in works of holiness that multiply and improve as each day 
goes by. Again, we should not ignore the theologians’ assertion that there is 
in matrimony a sacrament, that is, a sacred sign indicating two or three kinds 
of reality. For the outward ceremony of union, which involves the contract, 
the dowry, the joining of hands, the kisses given and received, and other 
solemn rituals, symbolizes the mutual affection of the couple, but also the 
mysterious and inexpressible joining of divine and human nature, of Christ 
the Bridegroom and the church his bride, which I have already described. 
Finally there is the sacramental gift that is poured invisibly, according to 
God's covenant, on those who enter upon matrimony in the proper manner. 

What I have called a symbol, they call a sacrament or sign; the meaning 
of the symbol they call a reality. But nothing prevents the same thing from 
being both a reality and a sacrament, if we look at it from different angles. 
The sign has two functions, the demonstrative and the efficacious. Similarly 
the reality has two aspects: the one we live and the one we take as our model. 
The union of male and female does not actually effect the mystical unions 
in Christ that I have described, but it represents, by means of a symbol, 
their archetype, as it were, showing what must be imitated; from this the 
theologians conclude that the union of man and God in the hypostasis" of 
Christ is a reality only and not also a sign. They say that the mutual love 
between spouses is also a reality and not merely a sign, but that this case 
differs from the previous one because nuptial union, performed by visible 
rites, is to some extent the cause of the reality that it symbolizes, that is, 
of love and marital harmony, but much less obviously is it the cause of the 
outpouring of sacramental grace. It is not that the minister of the sacrament 
or the signs themselves confer grace, but that through them God covenants, 
as it were, to bestow this special gift whenever the sacramental ceremony is 
performed as it should be. 
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And though some may disagree with this view, still the sacrament 
draws our attention to love and harmony, and thereby urges us, as it were, 
to practise them. Moreover, as it says in the comedy, 'Giving advice is very 
like giving assistance.” Now the indivisible union òf hearts is not percepti- 
ble to the physical senses, and thus cannot perhaps be described as an out- 
ward sign, though it may properly be called a symbol or likeness. When 
anything is conceived according to some model, it acquires the likeness of 
the thing it imitates. But why should it not also be a sign? After all, a statue, 
representing a man or a god, is called a sign [signum] in Latin, even when 
it does not seem to be one. 

The sacrament therefore first of all signifies something for you both 
to revere and to imitate, revealing the source of all spiritual gifts and the 
archetype of all Christian harmony; it also demonstrates the duties which, 
in imitation of the archetype, must be performed on each side, and it adds 
the heavenly gift with whose aid you can perform what is expected of you. 
The gift is ready and waiting, if you will make room for it in your heart. 
However, all this can be discussed more fully at another time, if the occasion 
arises, as I am sure it will. 

Now, I tried earlier to show that of all human agreements, partner- 
ships, treaties, none is more stable or more sacred than marriage. No con- 
tract between human beings is so binding that it cannot be abrogated, un- 
der human law, as a result of changing circumstances; uniquely, death alone 
unties the knot of matrimony, and in a sense not even death does so. True 
love, situated as it is in the soul, is not ended by the death of the body, and, 
as I have said, the most important element in marriage is spiritual union. A 
widow who loved her husband with all her heart will not consider her mar- 
riage ended by his death. She takes pleasure in her memories of him and 
looks forward to making the same journey in a little while and to being re- 
united with the one man she chose from all others. She will think it a kind 
of adultery to take a new bridegroom into her husband's bedchamber, recit- 
ing to herself these words of Virgil inspired by true conjugal love: ‘He who 
first was joined to me took all my love; / Let him possess and guard it in his 
grave. 7 As a concession to human frailty, to our bodily weakness, second 
marriage is permitted, but monogamy wins praise whereas digamy is merely 
tolerated.” Though it may sometimes happen that a woman whose husband 
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has died is obliged to remarry, none the less monogamy was in her thoughts 
and prayers when first she wed; she chose to spend her life with one man, if 
it were possible. It is even a kind of virginity to be known by only one man. 

Some women do not approach matrimony in this frame of mind, that 
is, they refuse to accept that marriage should, if possible, be permanent on 
both sides, and, though marrying one man, can envisage a second marriage. 
While such women may be considered wives on earth, in God's eyes they 
are more like concubines than wives. The law punishes those who break 
up their marriage by desertion and by adultery committed through physi- 
cal union, but God's judgments are still more rigorous: for him, a woman 
who merely has eyes for another man is already an adulteress; one who has 
longed for her husband's death is a murderess; if she has even thought of 
leaving him, she has as good as ended the marriage. Indeed, if she does not 
get on with her husband, even though they share a home, a room, a bed, 
yet the best part of the marriage is destroyed because they do not share a 
union of hearts. 

The very words generally used by the different nations for these things 
proclaim an indivisible union and partnership in everything. It is well 
known that coniunx, a spouse, and coniugium, marriage, are derived from 
commune iugum,” the common yoke, a metaphor relating to oxen, who find 
the yoke attached to them easier to bear as they grow used to it and start 
to work in harmony. But if they are yoked to strange or ill-matched beasts, 
they will resist and try to shake off the yoke. Exactly the same image is 
used in the Greek ovCvyos. St Paul uses the word in Philippians 4[:3], ‘yoke- 
fellow." Some believe that this refers to the Apostle's wife, whom he had 
turned into a sister for the sake of God's gospel.” 
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by Jerome and Augustine; the latter's De incompetentibus nuptiis eg 1.10—11, 
2.2-4 PL 40 457-8 and 471-3 allows remarriage only after the death of the 
spouse; Augustine's adversary Pollentius argued that an adulterer might be 
considered 'dead.' On the similar controversy over Erasmus' apparent view, 
see Telle 349-65 and Rummel Catholic Critics 11 25-6. In the different context 
of De vidua christiana Erasmus does not rule out remarriage, but praises wid- 
ows like Anna (Luke 2:36-8) who devote themselves to God rather than take 
another husband (CWE 66 2ooff). 

74 Cf Isidore of Seville Etymologiae 9.7.9 PL 82 365 and Gaudemet 164. 

75 An early witness to this supposition is Clement of Alexandria, quoted in Euse- 
bius Historia ecclesiastica 3.30; Erasmus mentions this debate in his annotations 
on Phil 4:3 LB vi 875-6 and 1 Cor 7:8 LB vt 687E-88c, but reaches no conclu- 
sion himself. See also his annotation on another piece of 'evidence, 1 Cor 9:5 
LB VI 706C. 
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A yoke is not always a symbol of enslavement, but sometimes of good 
will. Remember Horace's lines: ‘When the casks are drained to the lees, / 
Friends abandon us, / Too sly to bear the yoke with us.' And, again: 'She 
[Venus] brings them together beneath a yoke of bronze." The ancients de- 
fined friendship as isórņs, equality. A yoke establishes equality, but it is 
not perfect equality unless both creatures are already tame and in harmony 
with one another. The Lord too has a gentle yoke" that he uses to repress the 
wildness of our flesh. Those who together accustom themselves to the yoke 
will find matrimony easy to bear; those who struggle against it will merely 
bring twice the trouble upon themselves. They were free not to accept the 
yoke, but once accepted it is not to be shaken off. For similar reasons, some 
think that yauos, marriage, is a corruption of óvájos, because it joins ‘two’ 
(suas) together; others prefer yevráo, I beget, as the source; but the closest 
to the idea of con-iugium is the view that yayos is connected with õauaĝw, I 
tame, since the yoke tames and domesticates the untamed. Homer, for ex- 
ample, calls a girl who has not yet put on the yoke of marriage mapôévos 
àðuńs, an untamed girl.” 

Another point: the verb nubere, to marry, which in Latin is now used 
: only of women, who are thus called nuptae, brides, was once used of both 
men and women. But the ancients used obnubere to mean ‘to cover’ or ‘to 
enwrap' because at that time the bride's head was covered by a veil either, 
as the apostle Paul believes, to remind her that she was placing herself in 
her husband's power,” or for modesty's sake, as St Ambrose says, writ- 
ing on the marriage of Abraham (book 1), ‘For when Rebecca was told that 
her future husband Isaac was there, she got down from her camel and be- 
gan to cover her head with a cloak.^? In Rome the bride’s head was al- 
ready covered by a veil when she stepped out of her father’s house; she 
was turned round in a circle and then taken to the bridegroom's house 
to prevent her, supposedly, from finding her way back to her parents' 
home." 
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76 Horace Odes 1.35.26-8 and 3.9.18; on friendship as equality, cf Adagia 1 i 2. 

77 Cf Matt 11:30. 

78 Homer Odyssey 6.109. The etymology of yapos is uncertain; none of the sug- 
gestions here is considered likely by modern philologists. 

79 1 Cor 11:1—12; cf Isidore of Seville Etymologiae 9.7.10 PL 82 365. 

80 Ambrose De Abraham 1.9.93 PL 14 477A, quoting Gen 24:64-5 

81 On the red bridal veil ( flammeum) cf Pliny Naturalis historia 21.8.46, and on 
its Christianization see Stevenson 31. The ceremonial procession to the bride- 
groom's house, in domum deductio, was apparently an essential part of the 
Roman marriage rite (Digesta 23.2.5). ` 
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Although this symbolic covering of the head is in fact practised only 
by the female sex, the thing it symbolizes is applicable to both: a girl who is 
now promised to one man is veiled, lest she draw the eyes of many others; 
but the bridegroom too is veiled, that is, he is satisfied with the girl promised 
to him. Why should a girl want to attract the eyes of other suitors, when she 
has already obtained everything she could hope to gain by her appearance 
(if, indeed, mere external appearance should be used to attract a husband)? 
For whom does a young man dress up, when he is promised to another? To 
seek to please more than one is immoral and a kind of adultery.?* 

The Latin and Greek words for husband, maritus? and avyp, are syn- 
onymous with masculinity, telling us that marriage was principally estab- 
lished so that from the partnership of man and woman should be born chil- 
dren. Just as the Latin vir, a man, is connected with vigor, so the Greek arp 
comes from avvw, I achieve or perfect, as though it were avunp. For power 
rests with the man, as does the primary responsibility for the act of procre- 
ation. He is also called mocis, which sounds very like the word for a drink;*+ 
just as rain makes the land it falls on fertile, so the wife is barren unless 
impregnated by her husband. 

It is thought that uxor, wife, comes from urgere, to anoint, as if the 
word were unxor, anointer.? It is derived from an ancient custom, described 
by Pliny,*° in which the new bride, before entering her husband’s house, 
anointed the doorpost with wolf’s grease to prevent harmful drugs cross- 
ing the threshold. Axungia, made of pig’s grease and so called because it is 
used to grease axles, holds pride of place among medicines as a powerful 
treatment for many different ills. It is in general fast-acting and easily avail- 
able, but it has a particular application in marriage: the unsalted ointment, 
when used as a pessary, nourishes foetuses that are in danger of miscar- 
rying. Also, when taken from a sow that has not yet farrowed, it helps to 
soften women’s skin. 

I imagine that the ancient custom was supposed to signify, first, that 
doctors would not be welcome in the house. If anything went wrong, it 
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82 An echo of Augustine's De sancta virginitate 11 PL 40 401. On the ceremonial 
use of veils in both western and eastern rites, see Stevenson 27-37 and 98. 

83 Derived from rias, ‘male,’ according to Isidore of Seville Etymologiae 9.7.2 PL 
82 363 

84 6 moots, husband; 7 moots, drink 

85 Cf Isidore of Seville Etymologiae 9.7.12 PL 82 365, with reference to the custom 
described below. 

86 Pliny Naturalis historia 28.37.143; the next example is from the same work, 


28.37.139. 
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could quickly and easily be put right by the mother herself, using baths 
and ointments. Indeed, ill health in the family could be avoided altogether 
by a frugal diet and a healthy way of life, and to that end medicine was 
smeared on the doorpost to ward off evil. Second, this symbol was like a 
prayer for successful childbirth and against miscarriage. Finally, if I am 
not mistaken, it advised the bride to give up painting her face since she 
had now found a man whom she could impress by her obedience and her 
upright conduct rather than by her cosmetics. Axungia is particularly useful 
for healing limbs that are ‘ruptured, torn, strained, and dislocated/;7 thus 
the grease smeared on the doorpost can be seen as a way of excluding from 
the house all tumult and discord. Add to all this that marriage is rather like 
a chariot resting on two axles: if they are oiled by courtesy and integrity, the 
horrible grinding sound of arguments will not be heard in the family, and, 
as they work together in harmony, everything they undertake will turn out 
all the more successfully. Maybe the wolf's grease has another meaning: as 
Xenophon remarked, it is characteristic of a virtuous and prudent matriarch 
to extract some advantage for her household even from its enemies." This 
possibility, and the various ways of achieving the desired result, have been 
discussed by those most reliable authorities, Xenophon and Plutarch. 

If anyone finds this kind of allegorizing ridiculous, let him remem- 
ber St Ambrose, who could extract a moral lesson from anything in nature; 
for example, how many different ways did he find to make the mating of 
the snakes and the eels demonstrate the duty of a spouse towards his or 
her partner??? In fact, we ought to find the examples of the pagans even 
more striking than our own. It would be quite shameful for Christians to 
disobey the teaching of heaven when those idolaters, whose only guide was 
nature, were so careful of their marital obligations. The Greek words for 
husband, axoitys or zapakotrgs, and wife, koitis, all mean ‘bedfellow,’ thus 
commending fellowship and discouraging separation. Similarly in Greek a 
spouse is called evvoikóàv, sharer of the home, and a wife is called oúvoixos. 
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87 A quotation from Pliny ibidem 28.37.140; however, the interpretation of these 
customs appears to be Erasmus' own. 

88 Xenophon Oeconomicus 1.6; cf Plutarch Moralia 868-92r, ‘How to Profit by One's 
Enemies,’ a work translated by Erasmus (Ls 1v 23-30). 

89 Ambrose Hexaemeron 5.7.18 PL 14 227-8; Ambrose draws the lesson of marital 
fidelity, however poisonous the spouse, from the fabled mating of the echidna 
(viper) with the murena; the latter is supposed in this context to be the harmless 
Moray eel or lamprey, but references in Greek drama (Aeschylus Choephoroi 
994 and Aristophanes Frogs 473-5) suggest that it was a sea-snake, associated 
(as a term of abuse) with the echidna. ` 
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There is one more rather thorny problem concerning the vocabulary of 
marriage, which is why ‘matrimony,’ rather than ‘patrimony,’ is used (for 
the woman who becomes a mother, mater, naturally makes her husband a 
father, pater)?" In the first place, the term immediately serves as a reproach 
to anyone who enters upon matrimony out of lust or a desire for status or 
wealth. Only the hope of progeny must summon people to chaste wedlock. 
But since the business of the home is to give birth, nourish, bring up, and ed- 
ucate young children, and this is the special domain of the matriarch within 
the walls of her home, the ancients preferred ‘matrimony’ to ‘patrimony.’ 
The husband goes out into the world, to the market-place, into government, 
to the provinces, to the counting-house, in order to increase their patrimony. 
The wife protects and manages their property, staying at home to take care 
of her youngsters and her household. Husband and wife govern the same 
little province, but each has a different role. If each performs it in perfect 
harmony with the other, they will lead a life of extraordinary bliss; if not, 
no kind of life is more dreadful than marriage. However, I shall say more 
about this in the appropriate place, when discussing the best way to govern 
a household. 

A most important factor in marriage is the choice of a partner. This 
requires the greatest caution and deliberation because, as the proverb says 
about war, your first mistake is also your last.?' You can always send a friend 
packing, and yet Pythagoras warns against casually offering your hand to 
just anyone.” Those we care for must be chosen with care.? We will usually 
love for ever what at the outset we chose with care to love. Although the 
law prescribes no punishment for breaking off a friendship, no wise and 
honest person will befriend someone unless he is prepared to love him for 
ever. Even if, as so often happens in this world, something occurs to prove 
his choice wrong, or if his friend changes beyond hope of amendment, none 
the less, out of respect for the principle of friendship, the relationship is 
allowed to fall apart gradually and is not sundered at a stroke. 

Thus, if Christian law permitted divorce, as the laws of the pagans 
and of Moses did, greater care would still have to be exercised here even 
than in choosing a friend. If a friend has deserted you, he is but one of a 
number; only a wife is a companion for life, a partner in everything, and no 
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go This problem is discussed at length by Aquinas Supplementum q 44 art 2. 

91 Adagia 111i 31; in his commentary on the adage, Erasmus also cites marriage — 
and entering orders. 

92 See Adagia 1 i 2. 

93 Erasmus puns here on deligere, ‘to choose,’ and diligere, ‘to love.’ 
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man can dismiss her completely. He has always taken something from her, 
especially if he repudiates a woman whom he married as a virgin. He may 
dismiss her, but he has already robbed her of her most precious treasure, 
her foremost claim to an honourable place in society. 

If you have had children too, how will you dismiss her? Will you send 
her away with the children? You are renouncing your own children, not re- 
pudiating your wife. Will you dismiss the mother without the children? You 
are keeping what is not yours; you have no more than half a right to your 
children. If a friend is rejected, he may perhaps blurt out secrets entrusted 
to him in friendship; but who knows a man's every secret better than a wife 
— even if he never confided in her? Moreover, the sex is naturally talkative 
and vengeful (I am speaking of the ordinary run of women, of course). Fi- 
nally, if someone causes offence by ending a friendship, he offends only 
one person. But if a man repudiates his wife, having signed registers and 
contracts and exchanged gifts, he is faced with the relatives, who must be 
appeased, and indeed he is faced with the general public, who will always 
embellish a broken marriage with spicy tales. 

All these many factors should persuade us not to rush into matrimony. 
Nowadays, when Christian law leaves no lingering hope of putting asunder 
what has once been joined in matrimony, you must make haste very slowly 
towards it.?* You will get no chance to reconsider. In other areas it is shaming 
to have to say, ‘I wasn't thinking, ^? but in this matter it is not only shaming, 
but too late! In the past,’ we read, a man would quite often refuse to take 
up office or would resign because he was dissatisfied with his colleague. If 
such caution is to be applauded in respect of a post lasting a year at most, 
how much more should it be applied to the choice of a ‘colleague’ in the 
domestic sphere, where you will have to collaborate to the end of your days 
with someone who cannot by law be changed once she is chosen? The home 
is asmaller domain than the state, but it contains your most precious charge. 
You are responsible for a smaller number, but they must take precedence 
over everything else. 
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94 Cf Adagia 11 i 1, the celebrated Festina lente. 

95 This echoes a famous remark by Scipio Africanus about ill-prepared gener- 
als (Plutarch Moralia 187A; Seneca De ira 2.31.4; and Cicero De officiis 1.23.81), 
applied to princes by Erasmus in the Institutio principis christiani CWE 27 218. 

96 Reading aliquando rather than aliqua (LB); the original editions abbreviate the 
word. The reference is to the Roman magistrates appointed in pairs, such as 
the consuls and censors. 
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Similarly, who does not wish to have children who are physically 
healthy and morally sound? A wife must be chosen with this in mind, 
if nothing else, unless perhaps we think it unimportant what sort of family 
people come from, how they have been brought up, or what principles and 
examples have been instilled in them, forming and educating them from 
their earliest years. When invited to a feast, we make our excuses if there is 
going to be a guest of whom we disapprove; we refuse to share a carriage 
or a boat with just anybody; and yet in taking a wife no one troubles to 
choose with anything like the same care. Marriages are often arranged se- 
cretly, furtively even, between virtual children who may be quite drunk, by 
panders and bawds ~ and this among Christians, when even pagan laws re- 
fused to recognize such marriages. This is of course the reason for so many 
unhappy and precarious marriages among us, when each partner holds the 
wolf by the ears, as the saying goes, and cannot hold it or drop it.” It is 
the reason for all these wretched divorces, and husbands who marry ten 
wives in a row. The bawds who arrange these marriages know our lawyers' 
maxim, "Words in the present tense make a marriage valid.’ And indeed 
words in the future tense, once physical union has taken place, are changed 
to the present tense, and the marriage is not only valid, but consummated.” 

That is why the bawds ensure that intercourse takes place practically 
as soon as the words have been spoken; modesty and reason are overcome 
by a flowing bumper of wine, off come their clothes, and they are left alone. 
What unchristian marriages! Is there much difference between a drunken 
adolescent and a lunatic? What sense can a girl have left, when the alliance of 
Venus and Bacchus has doubled her madness, and the voices of panders and 
bawds cast a spell of insanity upon her? And this is called lawful consent! It 
is all part of a plot, a trap, as it were, laid for weak-minded youth, without 
the knowledge of parents and guardians who, if they knew, would forbid 
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97 Adagia riv 25 

98 The point at issue is the form of words exchanged by the couple: the differ- 
ence, eg, between ‘I take you for my wife’ and ‘I shall take you for my wife.’ 
The rules were elaborated by twelfth-century French theologians to clarify 
ambiguities concerning betrothal (eg in Gratian Decretum pars 2 € 27 q 1); the 
formulas verba de praesenti and verba de futuro seem to have been coined by Pe- 
ter Lombard Sententiae book 4 dist 27 c 3 (cf Esmein 1 124-67 and Gaudemet 
165-7). Aquinas in particular (Supplementum q 45 art 5) allows unions made 
by verba de praesenti, if no impediment supervenes; on verba de futuro, ‘words 
in the future tense’ followed by consummation, cf ibidem q 45 art 3 and q 46 
art 2, and the Decretales Gregorii Ix 4.1.2 and 5 CIC 2 661-2. 
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it. Yet among Christians, who number matrimony among the sacraments of 
the church, this is called a marriage, and there is no question of waiting 
for puberty or coming-of-age. If they are bad enough, they are old enough, 
they say, and this maxim” gives those who are far too young the freedom 
to contract marriage. Moreover, free men, they say, have a natural right to 
control their own bodily activities, including the propagation of the species, 
and so indeed have slaves; parents cannot take it from their children, nor 
masters from their slaves. 

I am not describing here some aberrant practice passed down to us by 
our forebears. It is now that human wickedness patches together troubled 
and unhappy marriages by exploiting regulations that were quite appro- 
priate to their own times. How I wish that our leading churchmen could 
or would lend their authority to some programme of reform! For I do not 
think it right or conducive to the repose of the state to allow personal whim 
to play a greater role than official institutions in rescinding our predeces- 
sors' decrees. Both imperial law and the decrees of the Roman people are at 
pains to ensure that no litigation can possibly arise from civil contracts. Yet 
such is human perversity that no kind of contract causes more trouble than 
matrimony. This arises partly from the nature of the institution itself and 
partly from a conflict between the two kinds of law. The secular laws of the 
pagans laid down very careful rules about betrothal, and about contracting 
and dissolving marriages. The statutes of the Christian emperors generally 
followed them.'^? 

However, papal law then seized the main responsibility for this mat- 
ter, changing so many things in the princes' laws that the whole business 
scarcely seemed to make sense any more. The theologians' pronouncements 
continue the same process. For since matrimony is numbered among the 
sacraments of the church, and since the Gospels and Paul's writings make 
a great many rulings on it, the popes thought it appropriate to claim the 
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99 Malitia supplet aetatem (literally, ‘malice compensates for youth’), a legal maxim 
cited for instance in Decretales Gregorii ix 4.2.14 C1C 2 678; cf Gaudemet 197. 
100 The principle of continuity is stated in the first preface to Justinian's Digesta 
of 530 AD, De conceptione Digestorum, reproduced in the Codex 1.17.1. The con- 
nections between Roman law and canon law, and the superiority of the lat- 
ter, are demonstrated eg by Gratian Decretum pars 1 D 10 cc 1-13 (cf Esmein 1 
25-31). Examples of the restrictions imposed by canon law, discussed later in 
this work, are the widening of impediments such as consanguinity and affin- 
ity, the imposition of new ones such as spiritual kinship and public propriety, 
vows of celibacy, and strictures on divorce. 
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power to deal with the subject in their own right. Nowhere did imperial law 
yield more fully and more respectfuily to papal decree than on the question 
of matrimony. 

Now, although there has never been a time in the church's history 
when it has not given a measure of respect to marriage, yet in the days 
when the church was just beginning to expand marriage was treated with 
less respect than it had been, or than it is now. It is possible to deduce 
from the writings of the early Fathers that it was not yet placed among the 
sacraments of the new law, according to the strict definition of the term.’ 
Those who married wives received the rather limited commendation that 
they were not sinning, whereas those who ‘made themselves eunuchs for 
the kingdom of God"** were rewarded with praise and blessing. Paul said: 
'If a virgin weds, she does not sin. A man who cannot contain himself does 
not sin if he takes a wife; for it is better to marry than to burn." ^? And the 
Lord called blessed those not born eunuchs or made eunuchs by men, but 
who castrated themselves out of zeal for piety and the gospel. 

The church used to hold virgins vowed to God in such honour that 
their exaltation almost completely overshadowed the glory of marriage. The 
Holy Spirit infused into human minds such a love of chastity that not only 
did young men and girls willingly abstain from marriage, but even those 
who, before they professed the gospel, had married wives, ‘had them as 
though they had them not."^* Some turned their wives into sisters, oth- 
ers abstained from the marriage-bed by dint of constant prayer — so much 
so that Paul was compelled to make some new rules to temper what one 
might almost call this immodest enthusiasm for purity. He ordained that 
they should sleep apart only if both consented, and should return soon to 
the duties of wedlock; that a wife who had left home should be recon- 
ciled with her husband; that she should not part even from an unbeliever, 
so long as he permitted her to practise her own religion. He even urged 


HHH HH 


101 See Payne 113-15 and, on the general question, Olsen 2-6. In De bono coniugali 
PL 40 373-96, which seems to lie behind Erasmus’ discussion here, Augustine 
describes marriage as ‘a kind of sacrament’ (‘cuiusdam sacramenti res,’ 378) 
in view of its indissolubility and its symbolism of the union of Christ and the 
church, but is silent on the question of grace; cf 232 above. See also n33 above 
and the introductory note 205-6. 

102 Matt 19:12 

103 Erasmus conflates 1 Cor 7:8-9 and 28. He then repeats the allusion to Matt 
19:12. 

104 1 Cor 7:20 
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younger widows to remarry, since both their vulnerable age and their pre- 
vious experience of pleasure suggested little hope of firm and permanent 
continence.'^? Some would have tried to dissuade all Christians from mar- 
riage, had not Paul spoken out loud and clear in its favour. But although he 
wishes widows to marry, at that time second marriage was held in very low 
esteem. 

God, the ruler of all ages, instilled at once into human minds (espe- 
cially those of women) at the creation, when the human race needed to be 
propagated by marriage, a rare appetite for procreation. Similarly, soon after 
the redemption of mankind, when a new generation needed to be propa- 
gated by the gospel message, he inspired people's minds with a similar de- 
sire for chastity — an appropriate emotion for that period, no doubt. The har- 
vest was great. The whole world lay before them, and therefore that tiny 
band had no time to make children for the world while working to beget 
heirs to heaven. They were pleased to call their children all the souls they 
won for Christ. They did so well that within a few years the church could 
glory in her numberless progeny throughout the earth. 

However, when the seeds of Christianity had been planted in every 
nation on earth, there was less reason why they should abstain from mar- 
riage. Virgins were still held in high esteem, but respect for marriage began 
gradually to increase. For a long time traces of the old predilection lingered 
among the bishops, especially the bishops of Rome. In the time of St Greg- 
ory, 7 for example, the custom of the Roman church laid down that anyone 
who had slept with his wife should refrain for a short period from enter- 
ing a church and still more from partaking of the Lord's body, and was not 
to enter unless he had washed. St Gregory also agreed with St Augustine 
that intercourse between husband and wife could not be performed with- 
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105 The successive allusions are to 1 Cor 7:5, 11, and 13; and 1 Tim 5:11-14. 

106 Cf Matt 9:37. See n3 above on the ‘difference of times,’ which explains the 
apparent promiscuity of the patriarchs and is a central theme of Augustine’s 
De bono coniugali (9 and 15-19 PL 40 380 and 383-7). See also Gratian Decretum 
pars 2 C 32 q 4 cc 1-7, a lengthy discussion of the same question based on 
Ambrose, Jerome, and Augustine; also Lombard Sententiae book 4 dist 33. 

107 Gregory 1 (the Great) was pope from 590 to 604; the two passages in question 
occur in a reply to enquiries from St Augustine, the first archbishop of Can- 
terbury: Epistolae 11.64.8 PL 77 11968 and 11978. Cf Lombard Sententiae book 4 
dist 32 c 4 on Jerome's similar view. The preceding reference to 'the bishops 
of Rome’ hints at the more liberal attitude to marriage in the Greek church; cf 
n181 below. 
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out sin if they had exercised their marital rights out of lust rather than to 
beget children. Moreover, the early Fathers forbade the exercise of marital 
rights on certain days of the year.'^ 

These rules were not imposed on people against their will, but the Fa- 
thers' regulations gave the seal of their approval to something that human 
piety often accomplished of its own accord. It seems very likely that in many 
other areas custom gave rise to the law, rather than the opposite, as in the 
case of the Lenten fast and of the prohibitions on the consumption at cer- 
tain times of meat and dairy produce.'? Thus the devoted shepherds of the 
church, as if congratulating their flock on this spontaneous display of piety, 
drew in the boundaries of marriage to encourage a wider spread of fellow- 
ship among Christians for other reasons; at the same time they provided 
more opportunities for chastity to be preserved. 

They narrowed the boundaries here by reducing the degrees of blood 
kinship and by adding the impediments of spiritual kinship and spiritual 
affinity, but they give a plausible enough reason for doing so. However, it is 
not so easy to explain why in a different area they relaxed the procedure for 
contracting marriage. The papal statutes assert that a valid marriage can be 
made by a simple declaration of consent, using words in the present tense, ''? 
and the theologians underwrite this decree with great unanimity. However, 
Emperor Justinian does not permit sons to take wives without the consent 
of their parents, who have legal authority over them. He thinks that here 
natural law and legal practice come together, since nature has given par- 
ents authority over their children and Roman law reinforces this until the 
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108 See eg Ambrose, who recommended abstinence on feast days and processional 
days in his commentary on 1 Cor 7:5 PL 17 229A, and Pseudo-Augustine Quaes- 
tiones veteris et novi testamenti 127 PL 35 2385. See also n150 below, and 391 and 
n587. 

109 As Erasmus points out in his critical discussion of fasting, De esu carnium LB 
IX 1197C-8A / ASD IX-1 19-20, in the early church the paschal fast was spon- 
taneous rather than compulsory; unregulated and relatively short, it perhaps 
corresponded to the time supposedly spent by Christ in the tomb (Eusebius 
Historia ecclesiastica 5.24 PG 20 503). The Council of Nicaea (325) first prescribed 
a forty-day fast. In the colloquy 'lx0vo$ayia (‘A Fish Diet’) CwE 40 682-6, the 
characters agree that fasting originated in voluntary abstinence for dietary or 
humanitarian reasons. Erasmus’ constitution made him particularly vulnerable 
to the rigours of statutory fasting, from which he obtained dispensations (see 
Epp 1353 and 1542). On the controversies surrounding his views, see Rummel 
Catholic Critics x 181-4 and Annotations 146-52. 

110 Cf ng8 above. 
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ceremony of emancipation has been performed." I believe that he came to 
the same conclusion in the case of wards and minors placed under the le- 
gal tutelage of guardians."'* If it had been legal to contract marriage with- 
out the parents’ knowledge, there would have been no point in putting the 
question, 'Can the son or daughter of a madman contract a marriage with- 
out the consent of the father?' Justinian permitted it, but only on practical 
grounds.'? 

Similarly, in Holy Writ those seeking a bride ask their parents for one, 
and there is no proviso concerning the inclination of the children them- 
selves, though in any case it is likely enough that at that time the children 
wished only to do what was pleasing to their parents. Thus Abraham ob- 
tained Rebecca for his son Isaac, and she was married according to her fa- 
ther's wishes.''+ At his father's command Jacob sought out his uncle La- 
ban and, under their agreement, accepted the two sisters; the one who was 
pushed into his tent as he slept did not complain, nor did the other who 
was overlooked, even though she expected to be wed after her week of 
days. The whole business was conducted according to the father-in-law's 
wishes." Similarly, in Deuteronomy 22[:28—9] the ravisher of a virgin not 
yet betrothed pays her father the fifty shekels, and marries her if her father 
is willing; there is no mention of the girl giving consent. The son of Tobias 
accepted Sarah from the hands of her parents." Exodus 22[:16-17] says the 
same: 'If a man shall seduce a virgin not yet betrothed and sleep with her, 
he shall give her a dowry and marry her; if her father refuses to give her, he 
shall pay a sum equivalent to the usual dowry of virgins.' Here too, you see, 
the decision over marriage lies with the father. In the same book, chapter 
34[:12-16]: “Take heed, and never make a covenant with the inhabitants ... 
etc, nor take a wife for your sons from among their daughters ... etc.’ It is 
not the sons who are instructed not to marry, but the father, told not to take 
a daughter-in-law from an outcast tribe. Again, in Genesis 21 the exiled Ha- 
gar, having no husband to give permission, herself accepts a wife for her 
son. There are many similar examples in the Old Testament to show that the 
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111 Institutiones 1.910; the first of these chapters deals with patria potestas, paternal 
authority, which was remarkably extensive in Roman law. The ceremony of 
emancipation at majority was akin to the freeing of a slave; see Institutiones 
1.12.6. 

112 Cf Institutiones 1.21. 

113 Ibidem 1.10 preamble 

114 Gen 24 

115 Gen 28-9 

116 Tob 7:10-13. Cf 308 n311 below. 
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right to contract marriage lay with the mother and father rather than with 
the children. 

The same thing is made clear in the first letter to the Corinthians, chap- 
ter 7[:36-8]: ‘But if a man feels that he is behaving unjustly towards his un- 
married daughter because she is now ripe for marriage, and that something 
must be done, let him do as he wishes; he does no sin if he gives her in mar- 
riage. But if a man is steadfast in his heart, being under no compulsion and 
in control of his will, and has decided in his heart to preserve her chastity, 
he will do well. Thus he who marries his daughter does well, but he who 
does not marry her does better.' This passage obviously hands complete con- 
trol over marriage to the father. Theophylact reads it in the same way, and 
so does Ambrose, though he rules out the use of compulsion or force on a 
girl who has no inclination at all to marry."7 The first of all marriages was 
made in the same way. God created Adam and gave him a wife. It was not 
that Adam cried, ‘I need a wife,’ but that his creator's providence decreed, 
‘It is not right that Adam should be alone; let us make him a helpmeet like 
himself.’ 

To sum up: I know of no example in Holy Writ of a marriage contracted 
without the knowledge and consent of the parents. Even the common ex- 
pressions in Latin ‘to give in marriage’ and ‘to settle one's daughter"? are 
evidence that parents had the right to choose a husband for their daughter. It 
may perhaps seem inappropriate to cite here the evidence of tragedies and 
comedies, but in fact they reflect the life of the ancients as in a mirror. For 
example, when Tyndareus realized the risk he would run in choosing a hus- 
band for Helen, he relinquished to her the right to choose. But before she 
made her choice, he had all the suitors swear an oath that if anyone should 
try to take her by force from her chosen husband, all the rest would band 
together to punish the seducer."^ Again, Danaus and Belus arranged the 
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117 Cf Erasmus’ annotation on this text of Corinthians LB vI 691r-692c. Some com- 
mentators take it to refer to a partner in celibacy rather than an unmarried 
daughter, an opinion that Erasmus rejects, following Augustine and Theophy- 
lact, the eleventh-century 'archbishop of the Bulgars' (rG 124 654—5; on Eras- 
mus’ increasing confidence in his scriptural scholarship, see Rummel Annota- 
tions 67-8). Ambrose gives his view in Commentarius in epistolam ad Corinthios 
primam 7.37 PL 17 237B. 

118 Gen 2:18 

119 Dare nuptum and elocare filiam; the latter means, literally, ‘to hire out a daugh- 
ter! 

120 Tyndareus was king of Sparta and husband of Helen's mother Leda. He feared 
to displease the other suitors by choosing one of them; the expedient described 
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marriages between their sons and daughters.'^' In comedies, too, marriages 
depend on the permission of the parents. For example, Pamphilus is told, 
‘You are marrying a wife today; it is my wish.’ He also hears that ‘no one will 
give his daughter to a husband like that." ^^ There aré many similar examples. 

Moreover, if an agreement to marry had been made without the par- 
ents’ knowledge, they would tear it up if they disapproved of the match; 
if they approved, they would give their consent. Thus, in the Andria Pam- 
philus is sent away from his mistress Glycerium, and in the Phormio Antipho 
is sent away from his bride, though in both cases an unexpected misunder- 
standing finally comes to the rescue. Again, in Catullus' Epithalamium the 
bridegroom speaks these words to his bride: 


Do not resist this husband, girl. 

It is not right to fight the man your father gave you, 

Your father and your mother, whom you must obey. 

Your maidenhead is not your own, in part it is your parents', 
A third part for your mother, a third part for your father. 

A third alone is yours; do not resist the other two 

Who, with the dowry, grant their rights to him.'? 


Simo is prepared to disinherit his son and renounce the name of father be- 
cause Pamphilus has taken a wife in secret and had a child by her. The old 
man says: "What! Do you call me father? As if you needed a father, when 
you have taken on a house, a wife, and children against your father's will.' 
A speech threatening disinheritance — and what does the young man reply? 
‘I put myself in your hands, father. Command me, give me any task; do you 
want me to marry this girl? Do you want me to break with her? I shall bear 
it as best I can.” 
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here was suggested to him by Ulysses. The story is told by Apollodorus Bib- 
liotheca 3.10. 

121 According to Apollodorus Bibliotheca 2.12—20, Danaus, after leaving his native 
Egypt and becoming king of Argos, engaged his fifty daughters to the fifty 
sons of his brother Aegyptus (their father was called Belus in this account). 
The precedent is not a happy one, since, to circumvent an oracle, all but one 
of Danaus' daughters murdered their husbands on the wedding night! 

122 Terence Andria 388 and 395-6. The next two examples summarize the plots 
of the plays in question. In all these examples the authority of the father is 
supposedly absolute. 

123 Catullus Carmina 62.59-65 

124 Terence Andria 890-1 and 897-8 
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But it seemed inhumane that parents could force children into un- 
wanted matches, which might indeed be almost harsher than selling them 
into slavery; the slave is at least consoled to some extent by the hope of free- 
dom, whereas the chains of matrimony can be broken only by death. There- 
fore both imperial and canon law" decreed that a marriage would not be 
valid without the consent of the children. They also decreed that wicked 
parents should not, for financial or any other reasons, force their children to 
remain unmarried or thrust upon them spouses they did not want. It was 
to help children that this purely human regulation declared that a marriage 
was valid, even without the knowledge or consent of the parents, when con- 
tracted between adults using words in the present tense. But the same thing 
often happens to a legislator as happened, we are told, to Hercules: as he 
cut off a horn from the river Achelous, the waters rose up and threatened 
him from a different direction, or — an even better example - whenever he 
cut off one of the Hydra's heads, several more grew." It is true not only 
that, as the saying goes, good laws come from bad behaviour," but also 
that, thanks to the perversity of humankind, from the best of laws comes 
the worst of behaviour. 

I believe that the decree stating that ‘marriage is made by consent 
alone"? is a purely human one, so that the person who made the law to 
meet particular circumstances can abrogate or alter it when circumstances 
change. And yet now, as a result of this law, how many well-born youths, 
how many girls even of the highest rank have we seen and do we see em- 
broiled in unfortunate and chaotic marriages, bringing immense grief to 
their parents and kinsmen and sometimes indeed great peril to the state? I 
shall refrain, as a matter of prudence, from giving examples.” 


HO ox ox 


125 Digesta 23.1.11-13; Gratian Decretum pars 2 C27q2c1andc31q02c 1 

126 The first story is told in Ovid's Metamorphoses 9.1-97; the river god Achelous 
fought Hercules for the hand of Dejanira and in the course of the combat 
changed himself into a serpent and an ox; the severed horn became the cor- 
nucopia (see Adagia 1 vi 2). Hercules' battle with the many-headed Hydra of 
Lerna had become proverbial; see Adagia 1 x 9. 

127 Adagia Y x 61 

128 Gratian Decretum pars 2 C 27 q 2 € 1; a celebrated maxim of Ulpian (Digesta 
23.1.4) made the same provision in Roman law. 

129 Erasmus had also remained prudently silent on the opposite topic of arranged 
marriages in his chapter on the marriage alliances of princes in Institutio prin- 
cipis christiani CWE 27 277-9; the earlier work was dedicated to the Habsburg 
prince Charles, whose family was notorious for its exploitation of dynastic 
marriage. It is less clear whom Erasmus does not wish to offend here. 


INSTITUTIO CHRISTIANI MATRIMONII LB V 630E 250 


This window, which was already open wide enough to admit human 
wickedness (the true cause of clandestine marriages), " is opened another 
crack by the following provision: words in the future tense will have the 
force of the present tense if sexual intercourse subsequently takes place." 
This holds true even if the words are spoken during intercourse, when their 
minds are elsewhere, or even if the girl trapped the young man into doing 
it by some cunning device and there is clear and plentiful evidence that he 
did not speak from the heart. He spoke, he entered her, he must have her 
to wife. I am not saying this to condemn the decree, but to alert young men 
and women to the dangers of contracting marriage. It is not my place to 
challenge laws accepted by the church, but it is the task of the legislator to 
change the law to meet present circumstances. 

There are a number of other cracks in the law through which one may 
crawl into matrimony. To the question, Can a marriage be contracted with 
a nod of the head alone? the answer is yes. To the question, Can a marriage 
be made by correspondence? the answer is yes. To the question, What about 
the use of a token, such as giving half a broken coin to the girl? the answer 
is that the match is made. To the question, Can a marriage be made by proxy 
between people who are absent? the answer is yes, if the proxy has received 
authorization from one of the parties concerned to contract a marriage with 
the other. To the question, Can an action make a marriage valid, for example 
if the young man were to say, 'If you take me for your husband, give me a 
kiss’? the answer is yes. To the question, Can a marriage be made by silence? 
If, for example, the girl's father says to the young man’s, ‘I give my daughter 
as wife to your son,' and the suitor's father replies, 'And I give my son 
as husband to your daughter, what if the young man and the girl do not 
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130 On the background to the contemporary scandal of clandestine marriages see 
CWE 39 271 n48; Telle 389-90; and Screech 44-54. However, Gratian, whose 
decree is under attack by Erasmus here, himself condemns clandestine mar- 
riages in another chapter (Decretum pars 2 C 30 q 5 c 1); but later canon law 
certainly implies that they must be tolerated unless some diriment impedi- 
ment be involved: Decretales Gregorii Ix 4.3 CIC 2 679-80. By the decree Tametsi 
of 1565, the Council of Trent attempted to remedy the situation, largely in the 
way proposed by Erasmus, by imposing more precise and public forms for the 
ceremony: with parental consent, the banns were to be read three times and 
the marriage solemnized before a pastor and two witnesses, and the details 
entered in an ecclesiastical register (Esmein 11 151—239; Denzinger 1813-16). 

Cf ng8 above. Gratian Decretum pars 2 C 27 q 2 c 37 quotes Augustine Con- 
fessions 18.5, Jerome, and Ambrose in support of this proposition; the conver- 
sion to ‘words in the present tense’ is.clarified by decrees of Alexander 111 and 
Innocent 11 quoted in Decretales Gregorii 1x 4.1.15 and 22 cic 2 666-7 and 669. 
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refuse, but merely keep silent? the answer is that the marriage will be valid. 
Finally, if the man can, in any way whatsoever, give the woman a sign that 
he consents to the union, the marriage is valid.'? 

All this would be well enough, were not human beings so prone to fick- 
leness and deceit. First of all, none but God alone can truly judge whether 
consent is wholeheartedly given. But since the church can judge only about 
outward signs, there often arise cases of matrimony where the ruling is con- 
fused: couples who were joined in true matrimony are separated, and oth- 
ers who are united rather by fornication or adultery are put beneath the 
yoke. Suppose that someone has contracted a marriage, saying the words 
in the present tense but lying in his heart, and that he then binds himself 
wholeheartedly to another; even if they have sworn an oath and followed 
it with intercourse and offspring, none the less he is compelled to return 
to the first woman.'?? If he abides by the church's decision, he will provoke 
God's anger; if he does not, he will be anathematized. What should he do? 
Let him choose the lesser of two evils, and resign himself to accepting man's 
thunderbolt,?* lest God's thunderbolt condemn him to eternal perdition. He 
cannot blame the bishop, who has simply done his job. As Plato says, you 
have only yourself to blame if a false promise, on an apparently trivial mat- 
ter, exposes you to severe punishment.?? And yet the other woman, who 
has done no wrong, cannot now marry with a clear conscience; she has a 
husband whom she can neither claim nor reject. 

From the same source arises another problem, that of the form of words 
used: which are present tense, which future? To God it does not matter which 
words you use to signify your readiness to marry; I am dealing here with 
human judgment. The words ‘I take you for a wife’ and ‘I take you for a 
husband’ are a contract of marriage. Perhaps it would be safer to add the 
possessive ‘my’ in each case, since the father too accepts ‘a wife’ for his 
son. But there would be more to worry about if the man said, ‘I take you 
for mine, and she replied, 'And I take you for mine.' In this case mere 
friendship might be understood. Verbs in the infinitive cause a good deal of 
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132 Signs were valid forms of consent in the case of the deaf and dumb; cf Decre- 
tales Gregorii Ix 4.1.23 and 25 c1c 2 670. On proxies and letters, relatively com- 
mon means of betrothal, cf Digesta 23.2.5; on more bizarre signs of consent, 
see Gaudemet 169. 

133 This case is based on Aquinas Supplementum q 45 art 4 resp 3. 

134 That is, the punishment of the church; it was commonplace to describe excom- 
munication, in particular, as the pope's thunderbolt; see eg Julius exclusus CWE 
27 170 and Ciceronianus CWE 28 384. 

135 Plato Laws 4.717D, quoted in Adagia 1111 18 
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confusion: if they both say, ‘I wish to enter into matrimony with you,’ the 
words are apparently in the future, and there is no contract of marriage un- 
less physical union follows. But if they say, 'I wish to have you for a wife, 
and I you for a husband,’ the marriage is made. But there is much disagree- 
ment among the lawyers here, some saying one thing, others the opposite, 
and others calling for further discussion. 

On the one hand, if the man says, ‘I shall provide for you as a wife,’ 
the marriage is valid, provided that she also says something similar. Again, 
if he replies, ‘I am willing,’ to the question ‘Are you willing to take this 
woman as your wife?' and the woman makes the same reply, the marriage 
is legitimate; in fact, I am surprised that this should be called into question, 
since there can scarcely be a surer method of contracting a marriage than 
with this formula. On the other hand, if the man says, 'I shall not leave you, 
for better or for worse,’ some believe that the marriage is valid, but others 
are not so sure. Finally, if the man says, 'I promise you that I shall have you 
for my lawful wife, and the woman replies in kind, they think that with 
these words, though they are in the future tense, the marriage is contracted 
in the present. It would be different if he said, 'I promise that I shall marry 
you.’ The reason is that in the words ‘I promise you that I shall have you,’ 
the words 'from this time forth' are understood. Of course, something else 
might be understood, such as ‘some day’ or ‘soon,’ but the lawyers say that 
the words to be understood must be those most favourable to the contract 
of marriage. 

Hundreds of similar examples can crop up, but there is even more 
confusion over nods of the head and other signs.’*” Gestures do not mean the 
same thing in every country, and some head movements are so ambiguous 
that they often mislead the person at whom they are directed. For example, 
we use the same head movement to threaten and to yield, and nod in the 
same way to give a boy permission to play and to refuse a coin to a beggar. 
The Italians shrug their shoulders to show that they do not know the answer, 
but the gesture is fairly meaningless to a Sicambrian!'?? Practically the same 
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136 See eg the Decretales Gregorii 1x 4.1.7 and 4.1.26 CIC 2 663 and 670-1 on obscure 
and misleading formulas, and Aquinas Supplementum q 43 art 1 on valid and 
invalid formulas. A particularly detailed list of acceptable formulas is given in 
the thirteenth-century Speculum of Guillaume Durand, bishop of Mende (4.4.2— 
4, ed of Basel 1565, pp 413-14). The form of words varied considerably from 
one diocese to another; cf J.-B. Molin and P. Mutembe Le Rituel du mariage en 
France du xne au xvie siecle (Paris 1974) 102-22 and Stevenson chapter 2. 

137 See n132 above. N 

138 The Sicambri were an ancient tribe of western Germany; here the name pre- 
sumably stands for a northern European, such as Erasmus himself. Gestures 
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applies to messages from the eyes. Very often your expression will tell one 
story while your words tell another, to the extent that an action for slander 
could be brought against you for calling someone a good chap while pulling 
a horrible face! It is safer to refrain from playing these games. Some people 
will interpret nods, gestures, and other signs only in the light of the words 
that have gone before. If the words were jocular, the signs will be considered 
a joke; if the words were in the future tense, the nods and signs will relate 
to the future, but if in the present, the marriage will be in effect now. 

When a marriage is contracted in the absence of the couple by letter 
or by proxy, if before the ceremony the sender changes his mind about his 
agreement with the girl or about the reply in her letter, the marriage will be 
invalid. There is a similar uncertainty over whether the man is bound by a 
contract when he says, ‘I want you for a wife; do you want me for a hus- 
band?’ and the girl replies only after a long interval. He could have changed 
his mind in the meantime. On such cases opinions differ; the lawyers think 
it advisable that the woman should reply immediately or, if there is some de- 
lay, that the form of words used to make the marriage should be repeated. 
Another problem arises here: when young children are betrothed at their 
parents’ behest and reach adulthood without actually rejecting what was 
done at that time, does this make a valid marriage? The answer is no, unless 
the couple give some sign of wishing to reaffirm their consent. Yet among 
the Benedictines, I am told, if a boy reaches adulthood without saying any- 
thing, his silence is construed as a desire to make his profession.? Again, 
there is a great debate over what signs are sufficient to confirm it. 

Still more uncertainties arise over oaths and conditions. If a man sim- 
ply says, ‘I accept you as my wife,’ and later says the same words to another 
woman but also swears an oath, then even if this is followed by sexual inter- 
course, he will be held to the first contract and the second will be invalid. In 
fact, as the decretals show, the opinions of the Roman pontiffs on this sub- 
ject have been divided. For example, if a man contracted marriage with 
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still have regional idiosyncrasies; see the tables in D. Morris et al Gestures 
(London 1981) 272-3. 

139 On this not uncommon form of ‘tacit profession,’ and its acceptability in canon 
law, see J. Hourlier Histoire du droit et des institutions de l'église en Occident vol 
10 L'Age classique, 1140-1378: les religieux (Paris 1974) 188-9; cf Aquinas Summa 
theologiae 11-11 q 189 art 5. The position on betrothal here reflects Gratian Decre- 
tum pars 2 C 30 q 3 and, more closely, the Decretales Gregorii 1x 4.2.8 cic 675-6. 
Once more Erasmus cannot resist the polemical contrast between marital and 
monastic practice, to the detriment of the latter. 

140 Erasmus discusses these disagreements in greater detail in his annotation on 1 
Cor 7:39 LB VI 696&—-697c. For pronouncements by various popes cf n131 above 
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a girl using the future tense, followed by an oath, and then contracted with 
another using the present tense but without an oath, the second woman is 
his wife. An oath does not have the same power as physical union. 

No contract, least of all marriage, is valid if it includes dishonourable 
conditions. It will be valid if it includes an honourable condition which is 
fulfilled. ‘I take you as a wife, if you are a virgin’: this condition may be 
thought dishonourable, and yet the marriage is valid, since the law of Moses 
punished with death a woman who claimed to be a virgin but was found 
by her husband to be defiled.'^' In this case certainly the clemency of Chris- 
tian law is to be admired. It is extraordinary that they should think that a 
marriage can be made if impossible conditions are attached, such as 'I take 
you, if you can touch the sky with your finger ^ Anyone who makes con- 
ditions impossible to fulfil is clearly indicating that he does not consent, so 
what becomes of the famous maxim, ‘Without consent a marriage cannot be 
contracted? 

Similarly, another host of problems arises over the purpose of consent. 
If someone takes a bride but intends to abandon her soon afterwards, some 
think that this does not make a marriage. Again, if someone knowingly mar- 
ries a sterile woman and would not marry her if he thought she could give 
birth, some believe that the contract stands, others the opposite. A worse 
case: if someone takes an old woman not to live with her but to steal her 
dowry, some think that it is a marriage, while others do not. Those who have 
weighed this question most carefully conclude that general consent to the 
union is sufficient to contract a marriage, even if the man has decided not 
to live with her, share their property, raise children, or keep faith with his 
wife — even if, in fact, he marries a woman in order to sell her or put her 
on the streets. Others are not sure whether a man who takes a wife for her 
dowry or her body, and has no other motive for marrying her, can contract 
a true marriage. This involves making very fine distinctions, and cutting 
through the knotty questions'^ of primary and secondary intentions. 
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and Decretales Gregorii 1x 4.1.30-1 and 4.4.1 CIC 2 672 and 680. The question is 
discussed at length by Lombard Sententiae book 4 dist 28 cc 1-2. 

141 Deut 22:13-21 

142 This is given as an example of an impossible condition in Institutiones 3.19.11. 

143 Cf n128 above. 

144 Cf Adagia 1i 6: Nodum solvere on Alexander and the Gordian knot. ‘Distinctions’ 
and ‘primary and secondary intentions’ were much discussed by the scholastic 
philosophers, many of whom were also commentators on canon law; Erasmus 
obviously wishes the reader to associate these legal quibbles with this despised 
and outmoded tradition. i 
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In addition, the statement that sexual intercourse changes a promise 
for the future into present reality cannot be accepted without qualification. 
The man has made a promise, quite sincerely, but he has lain with her not 
in the true spirit of wedlock, as a husband should with his wife, but rather 
as he might with any girl. Therefore if he has later contracted marriage with 
another, using words in the present tense but without intercourse, the first 
contract is invalid before God, though not in the eyes of a human judge. 

It quite often happens these days that one of a couple who have given 
verbal consent and been united physically will deny that either has taken 
place. What is to be done, if both are prepared to swear an oath? Some think 
that the oath should be administered to the man if the woman was not a vir- 
gin before their consummation, but the opposite if by their intercourse he has 
made a virgin into a woman. Another question: should a woman continue to 
bestow her favours on a man who, after enjoying her body for some time, 
admits that for him their contract of marriage was a sham? She must not be- 
lieve him, they say. But what if he convinces her, and she cannot persuade 
him to make a proper contract? The woman is left in a wretched state. 

I shall deliberately pass over countless other perplexing and labyrin- 
thine problems in order to spare the reader, whom I must also ask to bear 
with me for a while longer on this subject, until I reach the final point I wish 
to make. I have good reasons for lingering over these matters, however ob- 
scure and unpleasant they may be. I have shown how many problems are 
caused by the ease with which marriage may be contracted. It might seem 
more acceptable if there were an equally simple way of ending the contract, 
which would provide a remedy for mistakes or hastiness. Nowadays it is 
extremely easy to enter the net, but there is no way out. Even the right to 
repudiate an adulteress, which the Gospel appeared to grant, has been inter- 
preted very narrowly by the Fathers to mean separation from the marriage- 
bed rather than the freedom to marry again.'*? The licence granted by Moses’ 
law to repudiate a wife on almost any ground ^ was rightly curtailed by 
the Lord. But now we have more or less closed even the one loophole which, 
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145 See Matt 19:9, restricted in particular by Augustine in his severe De incom- 
petentibus nuptiis (Ad Pollentium) 1.1-11 PL 40 451-8. Erasmus cites this in his 
annotation on 1 Cor 7:39 LB vi 694A, but points out that most other patristic 
writers, including Tertullian and Ambrose, accept Christ's words at their face 
value. On 'separation from the marriage-bed, see n17 above. Erasmus uses 
the image of marriage as a net again in the Paraphrase on 1 Cor 7 LB vi 878p; 
it is a favourite image of the sardonic fifteenth-century French tales Les Quinze 
Joyes de mariage. 

146 See Deut 24:1-3. 
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it seemed to some, he left open. It is not much comfort to have sent an adul- 
teress packing if the innocent party is condemned to miserable solitude for 
as long as his repudiated wife lives. However, the argument over divorce is 
so complicated that it clearly requires a Delian swimmer,” as they say. The 
greatest minds of ancient and modern times have laboured long and hard 
over it. 

To these complications, difficult enough in themselves, are added eigh- 
teen impediments to marriage." Some are of the kind that do not dissolve 
a contract but prevent one from being made in the first place; if you fall foul 
of these you are liable to criminal charges, but not to the loss of your wife. 
Some suspend the contract temporarily, while others both prevent it being 
legally made and destroy it if it has been. Some of them dissolve a legally 
valid marriage that has not been consummated. A few will dissolve any con- 
tract so thoroughly that not even the Roman pontiff can mitigate the rigour 
of the law, whereas in a few other cases he can if he wishes ratify a contract 
improperly made. Again, some break up the home and the marriage-bed, 
while others restore the male and female to their former condition. There 
are some that do not break the lifelong bond or the sharing of the marriage- 
bed, but merely remove the right to demand one's conjugal rights, usually 
from one partner but sometimes from both. And around every one of these 
impediments swarms a host of questions and countless disputes among the 
human commentators. 

The first impediment is interdiction by the church, which can be either 
general, as in the prohibition on clandestine marriages, or particular.'^? If 
the interdiction is a permanent one, the dissolution of the contract will also 
be permanent. 
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147 Adagia 1 vi 29; a very skilful swimmer 

148 Impediments to marriage were of two kinds, prohibitive (or impedient), which 
rendered a marriage illicit but not invalid, and the more severe diriment, which 
rendered a marriage invalid; cf Lacey 69-76. Most canonists from the twelfth 
century onwards provide a list of the impediments (cf Esmein 1 205-20 and 
Lacey 131-41), though the precise number varies. The clearest and most com- 
prehensive list is perhaps Aquinas’ (Supplementum qq 50-62), but the basis 
for most of the increasingly voluminous scholastic commentaries is the list in 
book 4 of Peter Lombard’s Sententiae, dist 26-42. The closest to Erasmus’ list 
that I have seen is in Angelus de Clavasio Summa angelica (Lyon 1523) fols 
225-55. See Telle 391-404 for a commentary on Erasmus’ list. The Reformers, 
led by Luther, reduced the list considerably; see Olsen 45-7. 

149 See n130 above. A ‘particular’ case of interdiction by the church might merely 
involve delay while the circumstances were investigated by the competent 
authorities (Gaudemet 218-19). 
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The second impediment is similar: ‘Marriages must not be made at 
unlawful times of the year;™™ if they are, they will have to be dissolved.’ 
However, lawyers think that this forbids the ceremony and consummation, 
but not the actual making of a contract. There is some doubt as to whether 
the husband commits a fresh offence each time he lies with his wife. 

The third impediment is the making of conditions, of four kinds: hon- 
ourable, dishonourable, indifferent, and impossible; these engender a thou- 
sand different interpretations and mighty differences of opinion that it 
would take far too long to enumerate.?' 

The fourth impediment is error, which can be of two kinds: mistaken 
identity and misrepresentation of status or fortune. Suppose that the error 
occurs in some basic element of the marriage, affecting its very substance, 
as it were — mistaken identity, for example, when Barbara is substituted for 
Margaret, or misrepresentation, when a girl is given to a slave alleged to 
be a free man"? - then the marriage cannot stand. In the first case, con- 
sent was not given by both the persons specified, while in the second the 
man is not free to fulfil his marital duties. Another case would be the mar- 
riage of a eunuch, incapable of intercourse, masquerading as a whole man. 
This impediment also gives rise to innumerable distinctions, hypotheses, 
and arguments. 

Now, I am not questioning the commitment and diligence of the com- 
mentators, I am only surprised that ignorance of your partner's true circum- 
stances cannot stand in the way of legal matrimony. There are worse things 
to be than a poor slave: who would not prefer to live with a slave than with 
a leper or a syphilitic? For such a marriage is valid if the woman agrees to 
join her husband in his master's service. And there are defects of charac- 
ter much uglier than epilepsy or leprosy. A girl cannot truly give consent if 
she marries a man, supposedly honest and in good health, whom she would 
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150 Particularly during Advent, Lent, and Rogation Week: see Gratian Decretum 
pars 2 € 33 q 4 cc 8-11 and Decretales Gregorii 1x 2.9.4 CIC 2 272. Cf the passage 
391 below on sexual abstinence at certain times. 

151 This impediment is discussed in detail in Decretales Gregorii 1x 4.5 CIC 2 682-4. 

152 On this case see Gaudemet 215-18. Such cases are discussed by Gratian De- 
cretum pars 2 C 29 and in the Decretales Gregorii Ix 4.9 CIC 2 691-3. Aquinas 
explains (Supplementum q 51 art 2.3 and q 52 art 2) that in the latter case a 
slave cannot (theoretically) give his body without his master's consent. In his 
annotation on 1 Cor 7:39 LB vi 694C, Erasmus cites Ambrose's example of a 
woman marrying a pagan whom she believed to be a Christian; he returns 
to the general theme in the colloquy “Ayayos yapos, sive Coniugium impar (A 
Marriage in Name Only, or The Unequal Match’) of 1529 (CWE 40 851). 
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never have married had she known the truth about him, especially if she 
has been the victim of some shameless deception. If a condition had been 
made, such as, ‘I accept you if you are free from such diseases,’ I believe 
that the marriage would not be valid if it were then discovered that he was 
not free from those ills. 

In fifth place they list the vow of chastity. This can take two forms: one 
is the solemn vow made with due ceremony in church, the other is the simple 
vow made without ceremony of any kind. Scotus adds the further categories 
of the public and the private vow. Human laws^?* make the following 
distinction between them: a simple vow prevents you from lawfully making 
a contract of marriage, but if you make one, the marriage is not rendered 
invalid by the vow; a solemn vow of chastity, on the other hand, not only 
prevents you from making a contract, but also renders null any contract you 
have made, even if you swear that the contract has been consummated by 
intercourse. The solemn vow is held in such esteem that a person who is 
betrothed, or properly wedded but not yet bedded, is permitted to make a 
solemn vow without the partner's consent and, once the profession has been 
made, a bridegroom cannot demand his rights from his wife, and a bride is 
free to marry another.'?? 

But here again various questions arise. For example, if the bridegroom 
forces his bride to lie with him, does the girl lose the right to make a solemn 
vow? Those who favour the religious orders say that she does not; others 
claim that the husband has done no wrong in exercising his marital rights 
and that the girl has done wrong in denying him something she is not permit- 
ted to deny. In fact different rules apply to the priesthood and to the monas- 
tic profession. Someone who is legally married and is later ordained to 
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153 In his commentary on Peter Lombard's Sententiae book 4 dist 38 c 1: In pri- 
mum |- quartum] sententiarum quaestiones subtilissimae 4.38.1 scholium 1 (eg ed 
of Antwerp 1620, I1 403). On Erasmus' generally hostile view of the scholas- 
tic theologian John Duns Scotus (1266-1308) and his colleagues, see Rummel 
Annotations 80-4 and 142-6. The question of vows and marriage is discussed 
at length by Gratian Decretum pars 2 € 27 q 1 cc 1-43 and € 33 q 5 cc 1-11, by 
Lombard Sententiae book 4 dist 38 and Aquinas Supplementum qq 53 and 61, 
and in the Decretales Gregorii 1x 3.32—4 and 4.6 C1C 2 579-96 and 684-7; see also 
Telle 398-420. 

154 Decretales Gregorii Ix 4.6.3 CIC 2 685, a decree of Alexander 111 (c 1160) 

155 Cf Decretales Gregorii IX 3.32.2 CIC 2 579 and especially Aquinas Supplenientum 
q 61, expanding Lombard Sententiae book 4 dist 27 c 7. 

156 On a priest's duty to his wife, see Gratian Decretum pars 1 D 28 c 14 and D 31 
cc 11-15; see ibidem pars 2 € 17 q 2 € 2 for the case of a married man being 
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the priesthood becomes a priest but does not cease to be a husband, even 
though he cannot insist on his marital rights and cannot refuse them to 
his wife if she demands them. Another difficult question is whether a girl 
should be compelled to remain unmarried until her fiancé makes his vows, 
which usually takes a year or more. The prevailing opinion — from among a 
great many — is that the woman must postpone any new marriage until the 
time of his solemn profession (out of respect for his vows, I suppose). But 
what if her fiancé is less than serious and wanders from one monastery 
to the next, turning one year’s novitiate into several? A conundrum 
indeed! 

A different problem“? arises with the simple vow: does someone who 
makes a simple vow of chastity and then gets married commit a mortal sin 
every time he lies with his wife, or only once, the first time? Opinions are 
divided, but almost all agree that under these conditions he has no right to 
demand his marital rights, though he can and must allow them to his wife 
if she so wishes. A second point: if such a husband’s wife dies, is he free to 
contract another marriage? Some say yes, others no. The more humane think 
that the entire force of the vow is destroyed by the first act of intercourse. If 
a marriage is made between a couple both of whom are bound by a simple 
vow of chastity, the marriage is valid, but neither has the power to insist on 
his or her marital rights, though neither does wrong if he or she gratifies the 
other’s needs. 

Other problems that are far from simple arise here. First, why should a 
vow invalidate a legally contracted marriage, but not if it has been consum- 
mated? In both cases the marriage is legally complete, and although greater 
harm has been done to a girl who has been deflowered than to one who has 
not, yet any girl who has been married suffers no mean hurt to her reputa- 
tion: there are lingering suspicions that she is not really a virgin, and even 
if intercourse has not taken place, many other things may have happened 
that no man could accept with equanimity in his bride. Then again, many 
will suspect that she was discarded because of some concealed physical or 
moral imperfection. 
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dissuaded by Augustine from taking monastic vows; in Augustine's view (De 
bono coniugali 15 PL 40 383), he cannot live in chastity without his wife's con- 
sent. The case that follows is based on Decretales Gregorii 1x 3.32.11 CIC 2 582 
or Lombard Sententiae book 4 dist 27 c 8. 

157 This is raised by Lombard Sententiae book 4 dist 32 c 2 and by Aquinas Sup- 
plementum q 53 art 1.5; the solution had been suggested by Augustine De bono 
coniugali 15 PL 40 383-4. 
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Someone might also ask why, if the Lord clearly refused to allow mar- 
ried couples to be parted except for adultery,'^? a solemn vow should have 
the power to make a married couple single again, apparently against the 
Gospel's teaching (I am merely thinking aloud, not passing judgment). If it 
is always true that the greater good must prevail over the lesser, the priestly 
calling seems preferable to marriage, especially since a profession of chastity 
is tied, so they say, to priesthood. Indeed, someone might with some show 
of reason ponder whether the priest's profession is not of higher religious 
status than the monk’s (I refer to monks who have not taken holy orders). A 
priest swears obedience to his bishop; in some countries he even makes an 
explicit vow of chastity'?? (usually in places where it is least likely to be ob- 
served). Thus the monk is superior only in virtue of the vow of poverty, but 
against this may be weighed the dignity and duty of the sacrament conferred 
on the priest; monks do not gain access to some new sacrament, unless I am 
mistaken.’® But let that go. One may perhaps doubt whether monastic vows 
should be allowed to take precedence over the duties of marriage.'?' The 
monk's profession is in every respect an invention of mankind, whereas the 
dissolution of a marriage violates the very basis of a sacrament, since the 
Lord said, quite explicitly, "What God has joined, let no man put asunder.’ 

The papal ruling on vows is clear enough, but the most distinguished 
theologians have put considerable effort into explaining the reasons behind 
it.'^ Some contend that a solemn vow is given precedence over marriage 
to avoid scandal, whereas a simple vow does not constitute a stumbling- 
block to faith. This neat explanation can be rejected on two counts. First, 
a simple vow can sometimes cause no less scandal than a solemn one, and 
may be just as widely known. Second, since the Holy Scriptures declare 
that marriage cannot be dissolved, they deny that any possible scandal can 
outweigh and undermine the authority of the gospel teaching. In fact, the 
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158 Matt 19:9 

159 Cf Lombard Sententiae book 4 dist 37 c 1 and Aquinas Supplementum q 53 
art 2.3. 

160 On the controversy over Erasmus’ attacks on monasticism, see the introductory 
note 212 above. The different functions and capacities of priests and monks 
are outlined by Gratian Decretum pars 2 C 16 q 1 cc 1-40. A man could, of 
course, be a monk without being a priest and vice versa. 

161 This position is implied by a decree of Innocent 111 reproduced in the Decretales 
Gregorii IX 3.32.14 C1C 2 583-4. 

162 Matt 19:6 

165 Eg Lombard Sententiae book 4 dist 38 c 2 and Aquinas Supplementum q 53 art 2. 
The sentence following echoes Rom 14:13. 
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taking of vows in such circumstances ought to offend true believers more 
than the breaking of them. One may also dispose of the argument that the 
greater good must not be impeded by the lesser. According to this theory, 
even a consummated marriage would be nullified by a solemn vow because 
the monastic life would be considered better than any marriage, even one 
that had been consummated. However, the act of consummation does not 
make a marriage more of a marriage, only stronger. Again, as I said earlier, 
the priestly state is better than the married state, and thus a husband can 
dissolve his marriage to take holy orders. 

Some commentators cite civil law:'^5 before intercourse the bridegroom 
has not taken full possession of the gift of his wife's body, whereas in tak- 
ing monastic vows he at once gives himself, body and soul, to God. This 
stronger and fuller commitment must supersede one that is weak and in- 
complete. This argument has been refuted as follows: if "possession is nine 
points of the law,’7 it would follow that if a man had made a verbal con- 
tract of marriage with, let us say, Catherine, and then contracted a marriage 
with another woman, followed by physical union with her, the first contract 
would be invalid — which is the opposite of the church’s position.’ It should 
follow, then, that such a man's profession would be unlawful, though valid 
once the vows had been taken, just as it is a sin to get married after mak- 
ing a simple vow of chastity. Some argue that there is solid evidence when 
a solemn vow has been taken, as is not the case with a simple vow. Scotus 
rejected this, on the ground that sometimes a simple vow becomes public 
knowledge but can still be nullified by marriage.” He distinguishes four 
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164 Although Ulpian's famous maxim (see n128 above) gave consent priority over 
consummation, the Codex 5.17.10 suggested the contrary. See also 250 above 
on the effect of consummation after verba de futuro, words in the future tense. 
The argument here is presented by Aquinas Supplementum q 43 art 3.6. 

165 Potior est conditio possidentis, a maxim found for example in the regula iuris of 
Boniface vim (Liber sextus decretalium 5.12.65 CIC 2 1124) and quoted in this 
context by Aquinas Supplementum q 53 art 1 resp 1 

166 See 251 above; this assumes that the contract with 'Catherine' was made us- 
ing the present tense. Erasinus’ argument here had been used by the canonist 
Guillaume Durand de St Pourgain (1270-1334) in his Resolutiones et decisiones, 
a commentary on the Sententiae of Peter Lombard, 4.27.2 (6) (ed of Paris: J. Pe- 
tit, 1508, fol 418v). The same work (4.38.1, fols 434v-435r) may have provided 
most of Erasmus' material on simple and solemn vows. Erasmus cites Durand 
by name below (see n172); in the Enchiridion cw& 66 10 and in Ep 396:101 he 
figures in lists of mediocre theologians. 

167 In the passage identified n153 above. The *more plausible explanation' cited 
next is also used by Scotus there. 
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kinds of vow: public, private, simple, and solemn; but simple and public can 
be one and the same. 

Some advance a more plausible explanation. When a monk makes his 
profession, he yields his body to the power of the man to whom he makes 
his promise, that is, the abbot, to dispose of according to the terms of the 
vow; therefore he cannot allow his spouse to use his body for some other 
purpose. But even this is unconvincing: a man yields his body to God when 
he makes a simple vow of chastity, and yet he yields his body to his wife for 
the opposite purpose. The argument used by some that God refuses to allow 
anyone to yield his or her body to him except through a human agency is 
nugatory and is as easy to refute as to advance, since in such matters the will 
of God cannot be determined. Another hypothesis to be rejected is that the 
simple vow merely embodies a promise, whereas the solemn vow actually 
gives possession to the one to whom the vow is made. But an agreement 
freely and willingly made between God and man has just as much force in 
a simple vow as in a solemn vow. 

The lawyers say that no better reason can be given than that the church 
has so decided. But the theologians’® will not accept even this, and say, 
‘If the rulings of mere human beings have such power, then they can also 
decide the opposite, namely, that marriage is not nullified by the taking of 
solemn vows.' If we could accept this, the controversy would be at an end, 
but we are afraid to say it now, because it might appear that mere humans 
have the power to dissolve a marriage that God has made. They allow the 
pope the right to declare certain people incapable of contracting a marriage, 
or to decide that a marriage was not entered into lawfully, but they will in 
no circumstances grant him the power to dissolve a marriage that has been 
properly contracted. 

We must therefore seek a sheet-anchor'?? on which we may rely when 
tossed by these conflicting views, although not everyone agrees even on this. 
Passing over many others, here is Aquinas’ argument: ‘By its very nature 
(and not by the decision of the pope) a solemn vow not only prohibits a 
marriage being contracted, but also dissolves it if it has been made, since 
by his vow a man loses control over his body.””° But this again begs the 
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168 Including Erasmus himself, who argues strongly, if somewhat speciously, that 
there is nothing to prevent the popes reversing their predecessors' rulings on 
the indissolubility of marriage, in, eg, the lengthy annotation on 1 Cor 7:39 LB 
vi 696A and 697c-D 

169 Adagia 1i 24; in Latin the sheet-anchor was called the ‘sacred anchor.’ 

170 Aquinas Supplementum q 53 art 2.3 ' 
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question of the simple vow, and Thomas makes his point so feebly that he 
appears dissatisfied with it himself. This is what he says next: 'And because 
a marriage that follows such a vow is null and void, so such a vow is said to 
dissolve a marriage that has been contracted.' He dared not say 'dissolves' 
but merely ‘is said to dissolve.’ This looks like resolving one controversy 
with another, or at least answering one doubt with another; the precise ques- 
tion he is discussing is why a solemn vow dissolves a properly contracted 
marriage, despite Paul's contention that only by death may either partner be 
released." 

I am not sure whether Durand's argument 7 is convincing or merely 
ingenious. In marriage, he says, there are two kinds of union: a spiritual 
union through consent and a physical union through intercourse. Similarly, 
death takes two forms: physical death, when the soul is separated from the 
body, and spiritual death, when someone becomes dead to the world. There- 
fore, just as physical death dissolves a consummated marriage, so spiritual 
death dissolves a valid marriage that is unconsummated. If this were so, 
the property of those entering religious orders would go to their relatives, 
as it does when somebody dies, and in fact, as Jerome writes, such a law 
was made by the Christian emperors to check the avarice of the clerics and 
monks. Nowadays, since this symbolic death has no such effect on prop- 
erty, it seems it should have still less effect on marriage, which the Lord 
allows to be dissolved for one reason only. An exile is dead to the state, 
and yet that symbolic death does not preclude the exile from inheriting or 
possessing property. 

Thus people who enter a notoriously disreputable monastery, where 
chastity is ignored and private possessions are allowed, should not be freed 
from a binding marriage contract. "* The same applies to anyone who be- 
comes a monk just so he can automatically be made an abbot. It is obvious 
that such people are by no means dead to the world. Finally, if that sort of 
death had enough power to free people from marriage, it would have more 
than enough to release them from their debts, and it would be useless to ask 
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17 1 Ct tor 7-10-11. 

172 In the work cited n166 above, 4.27.2 (9) fol 418v 

173 Jerome Ep 52 [2].6 (Ad Nepotianum) PL 22 532; Migne's note alludes to a consti- 
tution of Valentinian to Pope Damasus, c 370. There are several rulings on the 
obligation of monks to leave their property to relatives in the Novellae (5.5.76 
and especially 122.38). 

174 A case of this kind is considered by the thirteenth-century canonist Hostiensis 
Summa aurea 3 de voto 17 (ed of Lyon 1548, fol 179r). 
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those about to make their vows whether they owed anything to anyone, or 
whether they had promised anything to a girl. In fact, true spiritual death 
occurs in baptism, as the apostle Paul plainly taught us,'” and yet the ac- 
ceptance of baptism does not free a man from a bond of service or from a 
bond of matrimony according to Paul's teaching," so it is still less likely 
that the pseudo-death (not mentioned in Holy Writ) of taking one's vows 
could have those effects. 

The distinction that some make between priest and monk - that the 
latter is dead, the former merely maimed'77 — does not seem very satisfac- 
tory. In fact the priest, if bound by a vow of continence, is equally dead as 
far as the principle of marriage is concerned. To be different from the oth- 
ers, Scotus alleged that the church made anyone who swore a solemn vow 
incapable of marriage or, to use his expression, 'illegitimated' them for mar- 
riage, but the same was not true of a private vow.’” In this way he avoids 
opposing the Lord's decree and undermining the strict rules of matrimony; 
the status of matrimony is preserved, but the stuff of which the marriage 
was made is rendered unsuitable. You may ask why the same power does 
not make the person bound by a simple vow incapable of matrimony, es- 
pecially since he is committing a deadly sin by contracting a marriage with 
the intention of lying with his wife. The answer is that he has placed him- 
self in God's hands in a different way from the other, who has placed him- 
self in the church's hands, as far as the act of matrimony is concerned, and 
thus the church can free from the bonds of matrimony someone who has 
bound himself to the church's judgment. But the other one, who has pledged 
himself to God without the church’s intervention, is left by the church to 
answer to his own conscience. Someone may ask why the pope does not, 
in the case of the simple vow, take away the right to contract a marriage, 
as he does with the solemn vow; or else absolve him from sin, as he does 
with the solemn vow, where dissolving the bonds of marriage even receives 
praise as a work of piety. Here Scotus replies with a perhaps: ‘Perhaps,’ he 
says, ‘a greater evil will follow.’ I imagine that the reader will see easily 
enough, without my telling him, how many different ways there are to pull 
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175 Rom 6:1-11; Col 2:12-13 

176 See 1 Cor 7:12-14, 20-4. 

177 Probably a commonplace of the canonists, mentioned by Guillaume Durand, in 
a passage adjoining those cited by Erasmus above (see nn166 and 172), 4:272 
(10); Durand is himself quoting his predecessor Hostiensis (see n174 above). 

178 Scotus Quaestiones subtilissimae (see n153 above) 4.38.1 scholium 2 (11 404). Eras- 
mus mocks his unclassical style here. | 


INSTITUTION OF CHRISTIAN MATRIMONY LB V 637B 265 


up this sheet anchor!7? I merely wished to illustrate the difficulty of the 
question. 

The sixth impediment to marriage is holy orders. "^ The Roman or 
western church first removed priests from their priesthood [if they mar- 
ried], then deacons too, and finally subdeacons. There is some hesitation 
over the lesser orders, hence the compromise that if clerics in the western 
church have wives, they may keep them, but they will be disqualified from 
performing their functions and deprived of their benefices, if any. The Greek 
church today maintains its own rules,'?' I am told. 

The seventh impediment is consanguinity, which is defined in terms 
of degrees and lines." The direct line goes back to great-great-great-grand- 
fathers, their fathers and grandfathers, and so on; the rest of these rela- 
tionships have no special name in Latin, and the general term for them is 
ancestors or progenitors. The direct line goes forward through sons, grand- 
sons, and others to great-great-great-grandsons, their sons and grandsons, 
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179 Cf n169 above. 

180 On Erasmus’ views on priestly celibacy, see in particular Léon-E. Halkin 
‘Erasme et le célibat sacerdotal' Revue d'histoire et de philosophie religieuses 57 
(1977) 497-511. In Ep 1539 and in the Encomium matrimonii CWE 25 137 Eras- 
mus openly advocates marriage for priests (and monks) as a corrective to cur- 
rent immorality, pointing out that some of the apostles were married, despite 
the greater need for single-minded evangelists in their time. In his annota- 
tion on 1 Cor 7:39 LB VI 697A, Erasmus cites with distaste, via the Decretuni 
of Gratian (pars 1 D 31 c 1), the rulings of the sixth-century popes Pelagius 
u and Gregory 1 which resulted in the imposition of celibacy on subdeacons. 
The successive decrees prescribing celibacy for all orders from subdeacon up- 
wards are collected in Gratian Decretum pars 1 DD 27-34, the decrees concern- 
ing minor orders in Decretales Gregorii Ix 2.3.1-9 CIC 2 457-9. For contemporary 
opinion in favour of marriage for priests, see Telle 189-91 n1; for the history 
of the question, see A. Stickler The Case for Clerical Celibacy (Fort Collins 1995). 

181 That is, it permitted men already married to become priests, as it still does; 
cf Lacey 103-11. The difference seems to have been tacitly accepted by the 
Roman church in the eleventh century; cf Gratian Decretum pars 1 D 31 C 14. 
Aquinas discusses it in the present context in Supplementum q 53 art 3.2. 

182 The ancient incest taboos codified by Moses (eg Lev 18) were developed into 
a complex system of prohibitions both in Roman law (eg Institutiones 1.10.1—7) 
and in canon law (Gratian Decretum pars 2 € 35, source of much of the material 
here). Joannes Andreae, the fourteenth-century canonist frequently quoted by 
Erasmus in his annotation on 1 Cor 7:39 LB v1 694D ff, produced very detailed 
diagrammatic ‘trees’ of consanguinity and of affinity (see 270 below), which 
went into dozens of editions in the early sixteenth century. They were based 
on earlier versions such as those of Isidore of Seville Etymologiae 9.6 PL 82 
359-63 and Durand de Saint-Pourcain (see n166 above) fols 439-40. 
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and others; the general term for these is descendants or posterity. Some be- 
lieve that marriage is always prohibited in this line, adding jokingly that if 
Adam were still alive he would have to remain single. Others consider that 
the right to marry is restored from the fifth degree onwards. On this subject 
imperial law concurs with the decrees of the church, both in the number- 
ing of the degrees and in the prohibitions on marriage. Both count as many 
degrees as there are persons, minus one. 

In the indirect line, called the collateral branches, the right to contract 
marriage is restored after the fourth degree (so long as the degree of kinship 
is calculated according to canon law rather than to civil law). If the male and 
the female belong to different generations and are thus related in different 
degrees to the stock"? (for example, one of them might be three degrees 
from him, the other five or seven), some think that they can get married, 
others do not. On this point divine law, civil law, and canon law disagree. 
Divine law removes the right to contract marriage only from a few of the 
closest degrees of kinship.'** In the beginning of the world it was essential 
that brother should have children by his sister, and on this pretext some 
even condone Lot's daughters’ incest with their father. When the human 
race increased, the right to marry was restricted, but only in respect of a few 
degrees, notably the first and second, as Leviticus 18 tells us. There you are 
forbidden to marry your mother, your sister (even if one parent is different), 
your grandchild by a son or daughter, and your maternal or paternal aunt 
(your mother's or father's sister). The same rules apply to the female sex. It 
was therefore permitted to marry the offspring of one's brother or sister, as 
Abraham married his niece Sarah, his brother's child (Genesis 20), and as 
Caleb's brother married his daughter (Joshua 15). 

It is in the calculation of degrees of consanguinity in the collateral lines 
that disagreement first occurs between the civil laws and the papal statutes. 
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183 Degrees of kinship being calculated in canon law according to the distance of 
each party from the common ancestor (the stock), it was perfectly possible for 
the number of degrees to be different. The different methods of computation 
are set out in Gratian Decretum pars 2 C 35 q 5 c 2, quoting Alexander n's 
lengthy comparison (made in 1065) of the church's prescriptions with those of 
Justinian (Institutiones 3.5 and 3.6). I am grateful to Ladislas Orsy for checking 
the translation on this impediment. 

184 Cf n182 above; the need to people the earth is pointed out by Gratian Decretum 
pars 2 € 55 q 1, following Augustine De civitate Dei 15.16, and by Erasmus in 
the Ratio verae theologiae LB v 87-8, a broad picture of historical evolution and 
of the church's changing needs; cf n3 above. 

185 Gen 19:30-8; cf for example Lombard Sententiae book 4 dist 33 c 1. 
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The latter lay down the following rule: people are related to one another 
in the same degree as they are related to the stock, their common ancestor, 
whereas the former lay down that, when they belong to the same genera- 
tion, the number of degrees from the stock must be doubled to establish 
their degree of kinship. Again, when they belong to different generations, 
the church's rule is that the degree of kinship is simply that by which the 
further distant of them is related to the stock, whereas civil law says that it is 
the total number between both of them and the stock, not counting the stock 
himself. Thus Caius" is forbidden to marry his sister, his sister’s daugh- 
ter, granddaughter, and great-granddaughter, that is, any woman descended 
from his sister’s son or daughter, or her grandson or granddaughter, who is 
Caius’ great-great-niece, and is distant from Caius in the fourth degree, ac- 
cording to the calculations of canon law. He is also forbidden to marry his pa- 
ternal or maternal aunt, and indeed his paternal or maternal great-aunt (his 
grandfather's or grandmother's sister), because they are considered more or 
less as his own ancestors, nor yet their daughters, granddaughters, or great- 
granddaughters. It is also unlawful for him to marry his maternal or paternal 
great-great-aunt (the sister of his great-grandmother or great-grandfather), 
or their daughters, granddaughters, and great-granddaughters. 

The same principles apply to the female sex. Tulliola, Caius' sister, can- 
not marry her brother, her paternal or maternal uncle, her paternal or ma- 
ternal great-uncle or her paternal or maternal great-great-uncle. She is also 
not permitted to marry her brother or his grandsons and great-grandsons. 
At one time papal law used to prohibit marriage up to the seventh degree 
in the indirect line, so that any contract of marriage within it would have no 
effect. This prohibition has been mitigated by later rulings so that it does 
not extend beyond the fourth degree. *®7 

Further, according to civil law there are three classes of indirect re- 
lationships, the first being ascending relationships, the second descending 
ones, and the third the strictly collateral ones.'? In the first two classes the 
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186 Caius was the conventional name used in Roman law, the equivalent of ‘John 
Doe.' The feminine Caia was also used (cf 369 below), rather than Tulliola (the 
pet name of Cicero's daughter), which Erasmus seems to use for ‘Jane Doe’ 
below. 

187 Successive reductions in the prohibited degrees are demonstrated by Gratian 
Decretum pars 2 C 35 qq 2-3. The Fourth Lateran Council of 1215 (see n199 
below) reduced the number to four. 

188 Digesta 38.10.1. This paragraph also draws on Gratian Decretum pars 2 € 35 q 5 
c 2; in canon law the calculation was based on the contention that brother and 
sister are 'one flesh.' 
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rules are the same in imperial and papal law, and in fact marriages in the 
fourth degree of the collateral line are valid in both. As I said earlier, the 
calculation of the degrees in the direct line is the same in both systems of 
law. In the indirect line brother and sister are in the second degree accord- 
ing to imperial law, but in the first degree according to papal rulings (the 
reason for this difference is irrelevant to our discussion here). The reckoning 
of imperial law still applies in questions of inheritance and guardianship, 
but the papal law applies to matrimony. It makes no difference whether 
consanguinity was established within or outside wedlock. 

The eighth impediment arises from adoption. This falls into two cat- 
egories. One goes under the general name of adoption, the other is called 
adrogation; dependent children are adopted, but independent persons are 
adrogated.'? Adrogation has a special feature: the person adrogated comes 
under the legal power of the adrogator, but so also does his family; his chil- 
dren, if any, acquire the legal status of grandchildren just as he takes on 
that of a son. Adoptive relationships fall into three categories. The first is 
between different generations, for example between an adoptive father and 
his adopted son or daughter, or equally between an adoptive grandfather 
and his adopted grandson or granddaughter; it is possible to be adopted 
not only as a son, but also as a grandson or great-grandson. Within this first 
category marriage is prohibited entirely, as if it were in the direct line of 
consanguinity, so that even if the adoption comes to an end, the prohibition 
remains. The second category involves a kind of collateral relationship be- 
tween the natural son and daughter of an adoptive father and his adopted 
son or daughter; for as long as the adoption lasts, they may not marry; when 
the adoption is ended by coming-of-age or some other means, they may con- 
tract marriage. The third category is the relationship between an adoptive 
father and the wife of his adopted son, or between an adopted son and 
the wife of his adoptive father; marriage between them is entirely prohib- 
ited, so that even if an adopted son achieves his independence, he cannot 
marry the woman who was the wife of his adoptive father, because she is re- 
garded as his stepmother. And conversely, an adoptive father cannot marry 
his adopted son's wife, since she is regarded as his daughter-in-law. 
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189 The distinction between adoption and adrogation was enshrined in Roman 
law; see Gaius Institutes 1.97-107 and in particular the Digesta 1.7.1.1, proba- 
bly Erasmus’ source. Adoption applies to filiifamilias, children still under patria 
potestas (cf n111 above), whereas adrogation applies to a free individual (sui 
iuris) and requires his or her consent, and sometimes that ‘of the people.’ On 
this impediment canon law, as expounded for example by Aquinas Supplemen- 
tum q 57, was heavily influenced by Roman law. 
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The ninth impediment is unknown to the laws of the gentiles, to im- 
perial law, to Moses' law, and also to the Gospel's law; it was introduced 
through the piety and extreme generosity"? of the early popes. It is called 
spiritual kinship, and it results from the administration of the sacraments 
- not all of them, but two only: baptism (which also involves catechizing 
and the appointment of godparents) and confirmation. Here again a host of 
tricky problems arises: for example, is there any difference between bap- 
tizer, godparent, and catechizer? How far does this kinship extend in inval- 
idating marriages? In which cases does it not dissolve contracts, although it 
prohibits the making of them? I shall try to- convey the gist of the matter 
briefly: spiritual kinship does not have established degrees of its own, but is 
divided into three categories. The first they call ‘paternity,’ with its attendant 
term 'filiation' (new words are needed for new institutions), and it exists be- 
tween those who baptize, confirm, or stand as godparents and those who are 
baptized, confirmed, or sponsored by them. The second is called 'compater- 
nity,’ and exists between those who baptize, confirm, or stand as godpar- 
ents and the natural parents of those who have received the sacraments. The 
third is 'symbolic brotherhood' between those who are baptized, confirmed, 
or made godchildren and the natural offspring of those who perform these 
duties. 

In all three categories it is generally true that the spiritual relation- 
ships contracted by the husband apply also to a wife with whom he has 
lain, but not to a virgin bride, since it is only after physical consummation 
that what applies to one of the partners is understood to apply to the other 
as well. Thus if someone has been betrothed to a woman and stands god- 
father to your son before lying with the woman as a husband, you may 
lawfully wed her. Similarly, if someone is godfather at the baptism of my 
wife's son by another man, he does not enter into ‘compaternity’ with me 
through her. These rules apply even if a layman has to perform baptism in an 
emergency. 
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190 The expression Erasmus uses, ex abundantia, was often used ironically, eg by 
Quintilian Institutiones oratoriae 4.5.15 and in the Digesta 33.7.12.46; Erasmus 
clearly implies that to him cognatio spiritualis is a superfluous further obstacle 
to matrimony. According to Gratian Decretum pars 2 € 30 q 1 c 1, it was first 
introduced in the fourth century by Pope Julius 1 and confirmed by Innocent 
1 and Celestine r in the fifth; see also Codex 5.4.26. Subsequent developments, 
through to the case of emergency baptism, are collected in Gratian Decretum 
pars 2 € 30 qq 1 and 3-4, in the Decretales Gregorii Ix 4.11 CIC 2 693-6, and 
especially by Aquinas Supplementum q 56, who argues that the spiritual bond 
is holier than the physical (q 56 art 1.4) and discusses most of the problems 
mentioned by Erasmus. 
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Thus there are twenty cases in all in which spiritual kinship prohibits 
marriage: ten arise from baptism, and the same number from confirma- 
tion.” The first is between the baptizer and the baptized, the second be- 
tween the wife of the baptizer (if he has previously lain with her) and the 
baptized, the third between the baptized and the children of the baptizer, 
the fourth between the baptizer and the parents of the baptized, and the 
fifth between the wife of the baptizer and the parents of the baptized. Five 
more cases, but involving godparents and godchildren, follow the same pat- 
tern. Ten similar cases apply to confirmation, five concerning the confirmant 
and the confirmed, and as many concerning the sponsor and the confirmed. 
In these twenty cases spiritual kinship prevents a marriage being contracted, 
and dissolves any such contract. 

Following upon these is the tenth impediment, which arises from affin- 
ity.” According to civil law affinity arises only from marriage, but accord- 
ing to ecclesiastical law, from any sexual intercourse, though there is some 
doubt about incomplete or unnatural sexual acts. There is no small difficulty 
over such questions as whether the relationship was established before or 
after the event, how far it extends, and the nature of its effect: does it 
both prohibit and dissolve contracts, and can it be relaxed? But this im- 
pediment is no fabrication.'? It is derived both from Roman law and from 
Leviticus 18,?' where you are prohibited from marrying your stepmother or 
your stepmother's daughter, your daughter-in-law (that is, your son's wife, 
though I am not sure if it applies to a wife repudiated by your son while 
he is still alive), and your brother's wife — perhaps only during his lifetime, 
since, if he dies without issue, his surviving brother is ordered to provide 
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191 This is probably a standard list; the same twenty cases are enumerated, though 
in a different order, by Joannes Andreae (see n182 above) Tractatus de sponsa- 
libus et matrimoniis (ed of Paris: G. Philippes, 1509, fols 62v-631). 

192 Existing relationship by marriage or, according to canon law, through any pre- 
vious carnal relations. In Mosaic law it had been restricted to cases of wed- 
lock, but from the eighth century canonists interpreted Gen 2:24 (‘They shall 
be one flesh") as applicable to all carnal relations (cf Bede Ecclesiastical History 
1.27.5 PL 95 60). This impediment, and its extension to the seventh degree of 
kinship, is expounded by Gratian Decretum pars 2 € 35 q2,53c16andq5c5;in 
the Decretales Gregorii Ix 4.13-14 CIC 2 696—704; and most comprehensively by 
Aquinas Supplementum q 55; see also n182 above. For its limitation to marriage 
alone in Roman law, see Digesta 38.10.4.3. 

193 Another indication (cf n190 above) that Erasmus considered the impediment 
of spiritual kinship spurious and unnecessary. 

194 Lev 18:8-16, modified by the injunction to Onan in Gen 38:8 to raise up seed 
to his dead brother, which is echoed in Matt 22:24, Mark 12:9, and Luke 20:28 
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offspring for his dead brother. Herod was rebuked by John because he had 
married his brother's wife during his lifetime. Again, you are prohib- 
ited from marrying your wife's daughter by another man, or the daughter 
of your wife's son or daughter, or from taking your wife's sister as your 
concubine, even though Jacob joined two sisters to himself in matrimony.’” 
Here secular laws are in almost complete agreement with the decrees of the 
church except that, as I have said, according to papal theories affinity can 
arise from any sexual intercourse, lawful or unlawful. 

The technical terms’? for these relationships are father-in-law, mother- 
in-law, son-in-law, daughter-in-law, stepfather, stepmother, stepson, and 
stepdaughter. Thus a bridegroom would say: ‘My father-in-law is my wife’s 
father, and I am his son-in-law; my grandfather-in-law [socer magnus] is my 
wife's grandfather, and I am his grandson-in-law [progener]. Conversely, 
my father is my wife's father-in-law, and she is his daughter-in-law; my 
grandfather is my wife's grandfather-in-law [socer magnus, prosocer], and 
she is his granddaughter-in-law [pronurus]. My wife's grandmother is my 
grandmother-in-law [prosocrus], and I am her grandson-in-law [progener]; my 
mother is my wife's mother-in-law, and she is her daughter-in-law, and my 
grandmother is her grandmother-in-law [socrus magna], and my wife is her 
granddaughter-in-law [pronurus]. My stepson is my wife's son by another 
man, and I am his stepfather, while my wife is called the stepmother of my 
children by other women, and they are her stepchildren. My brother is my 
wife's brother-in-law [levir], and my sister her sister-in-law [glos].’ In Greek 
the wives of two brothers are civárepes, sisters-in-law. There is no technical 
term in Latin for my sister’s husband, nor for my wife's brother. 

It is unlawful for any of these to be joined in matrimony on the ground 
that affinity makes them like parents and children to one another. When- 
ever this relationship is established by sexual intercourse between a man 
and a woman already related by blood, affinity is established (in the same 
degree as the existing consanguinity) between the woman's blood relatives 
and the man, and the man's blood relatives and the woman. However, there 
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195 Matt 14:3-4; Luke 3:19 

196 Gen 29 

197 It will be seen that Latin is far richer than English in such terms. Lists of them 
appear in anthologies of both Roman and canon law, eg Institutiones 3.6 and 
Digesta 38.10.15-18; Isidore of Seville Etymologiae 9.5-6 (in a form similar to 
that here); PL 82 353-64; and Gratian Decretum pars 2 C 35 q 5 c 6, though 
Gratian finally runs out of names! 

198 This curious fact is pointed out by Lombard Sententiae book 4 dist 41 c 4. 
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is no prohibition when there is not, and has not been, a relationship by 
blood in the fourth degree or closer between one of the persons concerned 
and the spouse of the other. Thus, any woman who is a blood relative of 
my wife, up to the fourth degree, is my relative by marriage in the same 
degree, and vice versa. Therefore I cannot marry my wife's mother, sis- 
ter, grandmother, great-grandmother, great-great-grandmother, great-great- 
great-grandmother, maternal aunt, great-aunt, and great-great-aunt, nor pa- 
ternal aunt, great-aunt, and great-great-aunt. Nor can I marry my wife's 
daughters, nephews, and nieces down to the fourth degree, nor any of those 
I have listed under affinity above. 

At one time the decrees of the popes identified three types of affinity;'” 
when one person was joined to another by sexual intercourse, it changed the 
type of relationship but did not change the degree. But of the three the sec- 
ond and third have been abolished, and thus I am not prohibited from mar- 
rying my brother-in-law’s wife, whom he married after my sister's death; 
this had not been allowed formerly, because a marriage had taken place 
establishing affinity of the first type, in the second degree. Affinity of the 
first type, like blood relationship in the fourth degree or closer, prevents 
marriage being contracted or dissolves any contract that is made. 

The eleventh impediment is called public propriety, ^? which was in- 
troduced by the popes primarily as a counterpart to affinity in much the 
same way that spiritual kinship corresponds to consanguinity; thus it dis- 
solves marriages up to the fourth degree, as affinity does. So much weight 
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199 The first type arose from sexual relations of any kind (cf n192 above); the 
second prohibited marriage between a man and the affines of the woman by 
the first type, and vice versa; the third, between a man and the affines related 
to the woman by the second type, and vice versa. In other words, one could 
not marry one's in-laws' in-laws' in-laws. The second and third types were 
abolished by canon 50 of the Lateran Council of 1215 (Decretales Gregorii 1x 
4.14.8 CIC 2 703). 

200 Cf Gratian Decretum pars 2 C 27 q 2 cc 14-15 and especially Decretales Gregorii 
IX 4.1.3-4 and 8 cic 2 661-3). This impediment prohibited marriage between 
a widow and her deceased husband's kinsmen, or else identified propinquity 
or quasi-affinity arising from simple betrothal, or from an unconsummated 
marriage (an argument used in Henry vri's divorce); such imperfect unions 
created an impediment to marriage with the blood relatives of the other 
party. Erasmus' example of the monk suggests that the impediment arose even 
from a manifestly illicit contract or union. The impediment was unknown to 
Roman law, being quite different from the concept of honestas, which applied 
to socially undesirable matches, eg with actresses or courtesans; cf Digesta 
23.2.41—50. à 
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is given to this impediment that even a monk is considered to be able to 
consent to a contract from which public propriety arises, dissolving an es- 
tablished marriage, according to some. It arises in fact when a betrothal has 
been properly and formally arranged, by words either in the present or in 
the future, but the marriage is not yet consummated; from the moment of 
betrothal the impediment exists between the fiancé and his fiancée’s blood 
relatives, and between the fiancée and her fiancé’s blood relatives. How- 
ever, there has been some relaxation in the definition of public propriety as 
it affects second marriages. Caius' widow has married another man and had 
children by him: once, these children could not contract marriage with any 
blood relation of Caius, but now they can. Moreover, this ‘propriety’ dis- 
solves only later betrothals and marriages, not preceding ones. Betrothals 
between those who are less than seven years old do not give rise to the 
impediment of public propriety.” 

The twelfth impediment is custom or regulation.” 

The thirteenth impediment is criminal guilt, and there is much debate 
about this." 

The fourteenth is a disparity of cult, meaning difference of religion; for 
example, marriage between a Christian and a pagan or a Jew. In fact, Paul 
does not want a wife to leave her pagan husband, unless he refuses to live 
with her, but he does not allow a free woman who is already a professed 
Christian to marry ‘except in the Lord,’ that is, unless her husband is of the 
same religion.^^* I am therefore surprised that some modern writers assert 
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201 Infant betrothals were prohibited under Roman law (Digesta 23.1.14) and un- 
der canon law (Gratian Decretum pars 2 c 30 q 2), but the decree cited by Gra- 
tian does not disqualify the participants from marrying in later years, pro- 
vided that both consent to the match. The specific link with 'public propriety' 
is made in the Decretales Gregorii IX 4.2.4 CIC 2 673. 

202 Erasmus is unspecific here because customary law varied throughout Chris- 
tendom; ‘regulation’ probably means an external decision, such as a papal 
decree, for which the Latin used here, constitutio, is quite usual. 

203 Some specific cases are discussed in the Decretales Gregorii 1x 4.19.1-2 CIC 2 
720; see also 289-90 below. Aquinas (Supplementum q 60) identifies the most 
common case by his heading ‘De uxoricidio.’ One recent contributor to the 
‘debate’ had been Luther, who pointed out, in De captivitate Babylonica ecclesiae, 
1520, that David's removal of Uriah (2 Sam 11) did not prevent him from 
marrying Uriah's widow Bathsheba; see Telle 393 n24. 

204 1 Cor 7:13, 39. In the Ratio verae theologiae LB v 87r, Erasmus attributes the 
movement away from Paul's teaching to the influence of Augustine and Am- 
brose, although marriage between Jews and Christians was formally outlawed 
by Constantius in 339 (Codex Theodosianus 16.8.6). Heretics and pagans were 
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that it is lawful to marry a Jew or a pagan. If it is enough merely to be 
male and female, why then a brother and sister are male and female.” If 
a prohibition based on God's law has any power to move us, Paul forbade 
such a marriage. i 

The fifteenth obstacle to marriage is fear." If consent is not freely 
given, it is not consent, and is made no more convincing by the swearing of 
an oath. 

The sixteenth is a previous commitment. Formal betrothal is consid- 
ered to have no legal force if one of the parties has already contracted mar- 
riage with another using an operative form of words. The same rule applies 
if consent using the future tense was given before, even if an oath has been 
sworn since. The question arises here as to whether, since a husband's death 
frees his wife, she is also set free if her husband is absent for a very long 
time, with no apparent prospect of his return but no certain news of his 
death.” 

The seventeenth impediment is physical inability to fulfil one's marital 
duties" (not applicable if the problem arises after consummation). If it is 
a matter of a chronic physical condition or of the size of the genitals, the 
marriage is dissolved; something can be done about temporary disabilities, 
since doctors can remedy some physical defects, and the passage of time 
increases the size of the body. 

Finally there is deprivation, when someone lacks certain senses and 
cannot understand what marriage is, or signify consent; for example, some- 
one who is blind, deaf, and dumb.*°? 
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added at the Council of Chalcedon in 451, and the prohibition had obtained 
universal acceptance and effect by the twelfth century (Gratian Decretum pars 2 
C 28 q 1). 

205 Probably aimed at the schoolmen, who used such arguments as part of their 
dialectic; see eg Durand de Saint-Pourcain (see n166 above) 4.39.1, fol 437 and 
Aquinas Supplementum q 59 art 1, who would in fact allow marriage with a 
baptized heretic. 

206 Cf Decretales Gregorii ix 1.40.1 and 4.1.13-14 C1C 2 218 and 665-6. 

207 The question is discussed in Codex 5.17.2; Gratian Decretum pars 2 € 34; and 
the Decretales Gregorii iX 4.1.19 CIC 2 668. 

208 Discussed in Gratian Decretum pars 2 € 27 q 2 € 29, C 32 q 7 c 25, and C 33 
q 1 cc 15, and in some detail in Decretales Gregorii Ix 4.15 cic 2 704-8 and by 
Aquinas Supplementum q 58 art 1. It is noticeable that Erasmus does not couple 
this question with that of witchcraft, as most canonists do. 

209 ‘Deprivation’ (privatio) is thus the eighteenth impediment. However, it was 
possible for someone suffering only two of these disabilities to give consent; 
cf n132 above. i 
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I have listed all these impediments to make it plain how many diffi- 
culties and dangers there are to contracting a valid marriage, though, once 
the contract has been made in one way or another, it cannot be broken, ac- 
cording to the firm principle of the Gospel.*'? By its very nature marriage is 
a difficult subject, and the Gospel's ruling, which takes from married cou- 
ples the Jewish right to divorce, has added to the problems; but by far the 
greatest difficulty arises out of papal rulings and, not least, from differ- 
ences of opinion among men over particular cases — not to mention the hu- 
man wickedness that turns good laws to evil purposes. In other contracts, 
where the worst that can happen is that someone will lose money, people 
take great pains to avoid being cheated. Yet in making this contract, much 
the most difficult of all, on which depends lifelong happiness and to a large 
extent the salvation of our souls, they take no precautions at all, and many 
plunge into it as into a pit from which there is no escape. This explains, 
of course, the universal cries of complaint from the unhappily married, but 
it is here, as nowhere else, that the proverbs 'Make haste slowly' and 'Feet 
on the ground’ must be applied." We observe that someone using a lad- 
der to descend into the deepest well will emerge without a scratch, whereas 
anyone falling into a shallower well will be seriously injured, breaking his 
limbs if not his neck. A surgeon can mend a broken or dislocated limb; no 
doctor can be found for someone unhappily chained in the fetters of mat- 
rimony. I even think that death may be a lighter affliction than an unhappy 
marriage, where the living suffer the torments of hell^? and utter the wails 
of the damned on earth. When buying a horse, you look carefully for faults, 
and stipulate that your money shall be returned if any latent defects show 
up; you investigate the local customs and law applicable to the transaction, 
and, unwilling to trust your own eyes, you bring along someone more ex- 
pert than you are; and yet three words and an embrace will make a marriage 
between a mere boy and a frail girl. When buying a house or a farm, you 
explore and investigate every angle: Is the vendor's title sound? Are there 
easements involved? Is there some charge upon it? The records are pro- 
duced, witnesses are summoned, and an agreement drawn up; why, then, 
so much haste and carelessness in contracting marriages? 

For example, how many people — and I am thinking not just of these 
boys and girls, but of adults too - how many know that the words in the 
future are changed to the present if intercourse follows? How many know 
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210 Matt 19:6 
211 Adagia n i 1 and ir i 2, here quoted in Greek 
212 Suos patiuntur manes, an allusion to Virgil Aeneid 6.745 
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that digamy arises if a man discovers later that the girl he married, believing 
her to be a virgin, is not? How many know how to calculate their kinship, in 
every branch, to the fourth degree? Indeed, how many people know who all 
their relatives are? Even fewer give any thought tó spiritual kinship, and, 
similarly, the rules of affinity are generally little known. Yet all this ought 
to be learned before you enter upon matrimony. Otherwise, it will cost you 
very dear to learn of one small regulation, if you have learned of it only 
to your detriment. After the marriage is contracted, there is a great rush to 
the lawyers, and the theologians are bombarded with queries; would it not 
be greatly preferable to do all that before making the contract? ‘Now - too 
late, alas - the Trojans are made wise.’*”? The lion, caught in the hunter's net, 
always says, ‘If only I had known before .. .’ Not only is it no use to say, ‘I 
wasn't thinking ...’;°"4 it may be disastrous, and no allowance is made for 
inexperience. 

Some people try to undermine the authority of canon law in order to 
excuse their own foolhardiness. However, it is not merely seditious but even - 
impious to allow individual irresponsibility to override something duly es- 
tablished by public authority; so much so that even if one bishop or another 
has made an ill-considered decision, either because he took too little care 
over it, or because he was badly advised, or because he was led astray by 
some private interest, Christian restraint (which, as far as possible, seeks to 
be fair to all) demands that we put up with it and remain silent, unless such 
forbearance involves impiety as well. How much less right, therefore, have 
we to reject the decrees of properly convened universal synods, especially 
if they meet with general approval among Christians? Thus, although de- 
crees are amended by decretals*’’ and decretals sometimes conflict with one 
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214 Cf ng5 above. 

215 The twelfth-century Decretum of Gratian included early conciliar decrees and 
enjoyed general favour among Renaissance humanists; the later Decretals in- 
cluded many papal pronouncements on clerical privilege and secular subjects, 
and were thus more controversial; cf Gaudemet 278. Erasmus makes little dis- 
tinction between them in the Antibarbari CWE 23 86—90, but his later scepticism 
about the Decretals is barely disguised, both here and in his annotation on 1 
Cor 7:39 LB vI 695-7, a series of conflicting papal rulings. Rabelais satirically 
attributes all the world's miseries to the suffix, in the episode of the Papi- 
manes: 

Depuys que Decretz eurent ales, 

Et gens d'armes porterent males, 

Moines allerent à cheval, 

En ce monde abonda tout mal.(Quart Livre chapter 52) 
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another (they are usually papal rescripts),"' yet the worldwide acceptance 
of their practical effectiveness greatly enhances their authority. Whenever 
there is a difference of opinion among men, it is best to adhere to whatever 
seems least risky. The true Christian who desires a totally tranquil marriage 
will take pains to fulfil all the requirements of justice, first of all satisfying 
God's demands, then complying with men's, as far as he may. Those who 
go too fast at the beginning nearly always arrive too late at the end; in this 
matter, those who are unnecessarily hasty in their plans never achieve their 
aims. The decision to marry should imply a desire to enjoy a pious, tranquil, 
and honourable existence with another person; but passion and impatience 
stand things on their heads, and with their alluring promises of ephemeral 
pleasure they drag humanity down into endless and inescapable anguish. 
Whereas the application of a little reason will ensure that the best course, 
not the softest, is chosen, and in time it will also become the most pleasant. 
Since the source of true joy and tranquillity is a clear conscience, what true 
pleasure can there be in it when the source is polluted? 

In certain cases even the pope's authority? may not be able to offer a 
remedy, and such relaxations of the rules as he offers can themselves often 
bring problems: some detail may be left out, or expressed wrongly; you may 
get what you did not ask for. Thus it is safer, as the comic poet said, not 
to catch the disease than to try to cure it."? Moreover, although the Roman 
pontiff may quiet your conscience, he cannot still the tongues of men. Thus, 
in their wisdom, the ancients*"? tried to reduce the possibility of deception 
by allowing to proceed towards marriage any betrothal between minors that 
had been agreed by the parents, so long as the children were not younger 
than seven, at which age, although the judgment is not yet formed, they 
have some knowledge of the world but are still entirely willing to accept 
what they are told. But the marriage was not finalized before the young 
man's fourteenth year, and the girl's twelfth, the ages at which puberty 
generally occurs. In fact, in some countries puberty occurs later, and it does 
not happen to everyone at the same age, even in the same region; the reasons 
are the different rates of physical development and the sound or pernicious 
influence of the upbringing. But by this means the prince also wished to 
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216 A rescript was a written reply on a point of law. Erasmus points out that the 
Decretals contain both decrees and rescripts. 

217 A marginal note in the original editions refers specifically to dispensation. 

218 Probably a reference to Persius' famous admonition (Satires 3.64) 'venienti 
occurrite morbo' (‘Meet the disease on its way’). 

219 Cf Digesta 23.1.14 and 17. The ‘prince’ mentioned later is Justinian. 
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serve the interests of decency and of respect for the children's age and sex, 
since previously puberty was usually determined by a physical examination 
of the couple. 

Thus, in those days, a considerable time elapsed between betrothal 
and marriage, so that the partners were no strangers to each other; if the 
youngsters had remained agreeable to each other for so many years, their 
parents could entertain hopes of a stable and well-favoured marriage. At 
present Christian law does not prescribe a long engagement,” and enjoins 
us to consider valid a marriage contracted between adults by words in the 
present tense, or even in writing or by nods of the head, indicating the same 
thing as the spoken words; none the less it does commend the diligence of 
parents who do not rush their children straight to the altar, but use betrothal 
to eliminate deceit, so that the actions of older relatives or guardians will be 
invalid unless they have the consent of their offspring or wards. 

Thus if one looks back to the situation at the time when so many 
Christians were filled with enthusiasm for chastity and, since charity had 
not grown cold, wickedness was not yet flourishing among them, one would 
say that the papal decrees on marriage were right and godly. But if one looks 
at social life today, if one considers the many thousands throughout Chris- 
tendom who are enmeshed in the toils of marriage, then charity, which de- 
sires the good of all, may perhaps lead us to wish that an indulgent Mother 
Church, always attentive to the edification and not the destruction of her 
children, will allow some relaxation, will arrange things a little differently, 
exactly as a learned and trusty physician will vary his prescription to suit 
the climate and the age and condition of his patient. Remedies for the body 
are found in drugs, and doctors are the disciples of Hippocrates; in so- 
ciety, papal rulings are the drugs, and the popes, the successors of Christ, 
are the doctors. If the decretals amend certain earlier decrees, if one decre- 
tal amends another, if the Roman pontiff (different individuals, of course) 
relaxes the rigour of his rulings and, in their interpretation of those rulings, 
one theologian differs from another, one lawyer from another, and theolo- 
gians from lawyers generally, then I believe that the church could, for the 
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220 Cf Gratian Decretum pars 2 C 30 q 2 and Decretales Gregorii ix 4.2.8-12 CIC 2 
675-7; on the forms of consent, see nn132 and 136 above. 

221 Hippocrates was regarded as the divinely inspired founder of medicine, 
though his authority was being challenged at this period by more empiri- 
cal systems; see Margolin 481-2. The simile of the doctor is a favourite with 
Erasmus, as it was with the ancient writers. 
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benefit of its flock, alter the laws it has made and give a clear lead on the 
matters in dispute; I shall offer a few suggestions. 

But since these are turbulent times, when one group rejects entirely 
the authority of papal and episcopal rulings** while their opponents con- 
sider them equal, or even superior, to the Gospel, I must say first that my 
discussion is not intended as a defence of the mockers or as a set of orders 
for the princes of the church. My only aim is to find some way of soothing 
the consciences of the unfortunate, and doing so by the authority of those 
leaders to whose vigilance the Lord's flock is entrusted. Thus I wish every- 
thing I am about to say to be treated as if it were a speech made by one 
individual from among all those gathered at a council to discuss these mat- 
ters; he gives his considered opinion, but is prepared to yield to a better, or 
to be laughed out of court if he deserves it. 

In the first place, it seems to me that matrimony would be a much less 
complicated business if the rulings on spiritual kinship were to have the sta- 
tus of exhortations rather than the force of law. These exhortations would 
extol the piety of those who showed such respect for persons with whom 
they had established a spiritual relationship; but this purely theoretical kin- 
ship would not prevent the sort of marriage that God established and Christ 
commended. The reasons for these rules put forward by lawyers or theolo- 
gians may be pious enough, but they do not have the weight to enforce the 
dissolution of a properly contracted marriage; if they had, surely these rul- 
ings would have been promulgated already in the days of the apostles, in 
whom zeal for chastity burned so brightly. 

Let us now look at additions made by the moderns. Argument by anal- 
ogy with greater, lesser, or even equal things does not always carry convic- 
tion. Physical kinship dissolves a marriage, spiritual kinship even more so, 
they say. But it does not follow that, because physical kinship involves in- 
heritance, therefore spiritual kinship does so even more. Again, the pope 
cannot allow anyone to marry his sister, they say, and therefore he cannot 
allow anyone to marry a girl whom his father or mother held over the bap- 
tismal font. Again, physical kinship extending in every direction, to the fifth 
degree, prevents marriage, and therefore, they say, spiritual kinship does 
the same (which is not in fact the case). Again, since at birth no one has more 
than two parents, a male and a female, therefore, they say, at one's spiritual 
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rebirth no more than two should be present; nowadays, in fact, one may 
have as many as desired - but all are bound by this theoretical kinship. 

Second, if we are to give so much importance to this symbolic kinship, 
it would be more appropriate to apply it to a teacher of the gospel rather 
than to a person performing baptism. Rebirth is really brought about less 
by baptism than by teaching, for this is what Paul writes to those whom he 
had not baptized, but to whom he had preached the gospel: ‘My little chil- 
dren, to whom I give second birth until Christ is formed in you.” And, 
elsewhere: ‘For in Christ Jesus I have begotten you through the gospel.’ He 
calls Onesimus his son, whom he had ‘begotten in his bonds,’ obviously by 
means of his teaching. In those days the apostles’ assistants generally per- 
formed baptisms. The word of God is the seed by which humanity is reborn, 
and thus spiritual kinship is established between all who listen to the same 
evangelist — between pupil and teacher, between a husband and the wife 
he has converted. In my opinion, those who are called catechists have more 
right to be called fathers than the godparents, provided that they live up to 
their name. Yet it was more or less legal for catechists to marry their pupils, 
had not Boniface vri interpreted something that was ‘hardly’ true as, none 
the less, true without qualification.” This, despite the fact that saying, ‘I can 
hardly believe it,’ really means that you do not believe it, and therefore that 
something that is ‘hardly’ an impediment could be interpreted, in favour 
of matrimony, to mean that catechizing is not a sufficient impediment to 
matrimony. 

But anyway, where are the catechists nowadays when infants receive 
baptism? The sponsors, called godparents, seem now to have taken over the 
role of sureties, or to have taken over both parts, replying on behalf of the 
infant, ‘I believe ...' St Dionysius makes it clear that this is the correct pro- 
cedure, in his Ecclesiastical Hierarchy.^? However, what role do godparents 
now play at baptism beyond a pale imitation of the ancient custom? They 
make solemn promises for the future, but what need is there for godparents 
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223 Gal 4:9, followed by 1 Cor 4:15 and a reference to Philem 10 

224 Liber sextus decretalium 4.3.2 CIC 2 1068; Boniface vin (pope 1294-1303) makes 
this impediment to marriage prohibitive but not diriment. 

225 Pseudo-Dionysius De ecclesiastica hierarchia 2.2.1-7 PG 3 393-5. St Augustine 
echoes this view in a sermon quoted by Gratian Decretum, De cons D 4 c 105. 
The sense is that the godparents now play the role of the catechist in standing 
surety for the beliefs of the candidate for baptism. In the early church formal 
catechesis, primarily the responsibility of the bishops, was directed mainly to 
pre-baptismal adults. The instruction of children was left to Christian parents. 
See NCE IN! 225-6 and 234. l 
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when parents and priests are bound to do this by virtue of their position? 
Since, therefore, modern practice is no more than a relic of an ancient cus- 
tom, I do not see any serious reason why the consciences of partners in mar- 
riage should be troubled by these extra worries. Anything that can dissolve 
a marriage lawfully contracted between lawful partners should of neces- 
sity be serious indeed, especially since the Lord says, "Those whom God has 
joined, let no man put asunder.'? 

I hear you object that the pope can make certain persons ineligible, and 
that God has not truly joined those who have contracted marriage in defi- 
ance of the church's rulings; moreover, that it is useful to establish different 
ways of spreading fellowship among Christians. Of course I do not reject 
these arguments, but I am afraid that they will undermine God's law if they 
should fall in with ungodly shepherds of the church. But for the moment I 
am content to say that any rule established by human authority can by the 
same means be changed for the benefit of the Christian community. 

Finally, if spiritual kinship is more important than physical kinship, in 
which the pope will not relax the rules governing degrees of consanguinity, 
he should not have done so in the former. If it is less important, this weakens 
the arguments that are so often rehearsed for us, and not only on this matter. 
For example, there would seem still less reason to establish kinship through 
the anointing of the forehead in confirmation. In baptism we are reborn, 
but at confirmation it is as though we are receiving a donative before we 
take up arms against the enemy, and in this there is no symbolic birth. 
I do not intend to undermine the decrees by this discussion, but rather to 
determine whether the experts' arguments have enough weight to invalidate 
so important an institution. In fact they do proffer explanations as to why 
spiritual kinship does not arise from the other sacraments, of which one may 
say that they are plausible but far from conclusive. 

I feel the same about ‘public propriety,’ which arises from a symbolic 
version of affinity. For since marriage was established by divine law, I do not 
see why it should be prohibited because of scandal arising from this artifi- 
cial type of affinity. My reasoning is similar concerning interdict and unlaw- 
ful days:^? since these arise from human decisions, they can be changed by 
human decision, if it is conducive to the common good. The case of interdict 
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227 The donative was a gift distributed on special occasions to Roman soldiers by 
the emperor; Erasmus echoes the terminology of his Enchiridion. 

228 That is, occasions on which marriage could not be performed; papal interdicts 
usually contained this prohibition. On unlawful days, see n150 above. 
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does not arise so frequently, but these days a valid marriage contract can be 
made on an unlawful day, and only the ceremony is prohibited. 

In adoption there is a symbolic representation of both consanguinity 
and affinity, as between the adopted child and the adoptive mother. Sim- 
ilarly, there is symbolic consanguinity between the adopted child and his 
new father's natural son, and between the adoptive father and his adopted 
son's wife, and vice versa. Imperial law attributes such importance to this 
that in the first and last case, even when the adoption has been ended, the 
prohibition against marriage remains; the reason given is the special defer- 
ence that adoption creates.**? However, in the case of fictive kinship in the 
indirect line, the ending of the adoption restores the right to marry. 

Here again are a number of rules that could be relaxed by papal in- 
dulgence without any threat to true religion. For if marriage is a sacrament 
of the church and is made by a declaration using words in the present tense, 
it has to be considered whether a human ruler has the right to nullify this 
contract on the ground of symbolic consanguinity or affinity, or of a hypo- 
thetical respect for decency. Whom should we respect more than our teach- 
ers? And yet respect for them does not prevent marriage. Youth must re- 
spect age, by divine command, according to Leviticus 19[:32]: ‘Stand up in 
the presence of grey hairs, honour the persons of the aged, and fear the 
Lord your God.' The relationship between young and old is, in theory, like 
that between children and pa:ents, and yet the church accepts marriages 
between septuagenarians and girls scarcely in their teens, despite the offen- 
sive spectacle of a grandfather apparently wedding his own granddaughter, 
or a girl her aged father. There would be far fewer problems with contracts 
of marriage if the limits of prohibition were within those prescribed by the 
Lord in Leviticus 18, whether between relatives by blood or by marriage. 

Someone may say that these restrictions are a legal matter, and have 
effect only because the church sanctions them. They seem to me, however, 
to arise largely from moral considerations. A natural instinct impels us to 
respect those persons whom we are for that very reason forbidden to marry. 
However, there is a view that the pope can pronounce certain people ineligi- 
ble to marry (a power denied him in respect of the other sacraments) because 
marriage is a contract, and contracts are subject to human law. I agree that 
marriage is a contract, but it is a sacramental one; if it is correctly performed 
according to the prescriptions of divine law, what possible cause can there 
be to nullify it? I am not saying that the church had no power to restrict the 
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right to marry or that those restrictions were wrong. I am suggesting, rather, 
that we need to consider whether it would be useful, in our own times, to 
ease troubled consciences by showing the sort of understanding that, in the 
past, led the church to impose restrictions, and thereby encouraged and fos- 
tered the people's spontaneous and urgent desire to practise chastity and 
charity. 

The question of matrimony is made more complicated by the ruling 
that affinity, like consanguinity, can arise from any sexual liaison, since 
many such relationships, the result of furtive couplings, will remain con- 
cealed. The civil law takes the simpler line of recognizing no affinity unless 
established by lawful wedlock.?^ The dissolution of any union established 
according to God's decree is hateful. Moreover, if it is desired to extend re- 
spect for consanguinity or affinity beyond the bounds established by God's 
law, let this be considered an admirable end in itself, without undermining 
God's decree. If we remain within his law, there will be no need to invoke 
interdict or regulation or local custom to dissolve a marriage. 

Many of the pitfalls surrounding matrimony would be avoided by 
abolishing the category of things 'that prevent a contract being made but 
do not dissolve an established contract.’ If a contract cannot be dissolved, 
how can we forbid its being made? Or, if an impediment is so powerful 
that it can make people ineligible to marry, it should also nullify a contract 
between them. At the moment, taking holy orders, even as a subdeacon, 
invalidates any subsequent contract of marriage. If orders are taken after- 
wards, the marriage is neither dissolved nor maintained but remains a half- 
marriage: the man has no wife, but the woman is neither spinster nor wife 
and, through no fault of her own, is trapped within an ignominious and un- 
blessed marriage. If celibacy is a natural appurtenance of priesthood and 
the other orders, it would be easy either to dissolve the contract of marriage 
and give the woman her freedom, or to remove the man from holy orders. 
In the past priests could be turned back into laymen, and it still happens, I 
hear, among the Greeks if a priest is convicted of a crime.?* If the Roman 
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230 Cf 270 above, and n192. 

231 Those few impediments, such as simple vows, that are considered prohibitive 
but not diriment. The subsequent example is based on Aquinas Supplementum 
q 55 art 4. 

232 The custom in the eastern church dated back to the sixth-century Novellae of 
Justinian, 113.20-1. In the western church, a decree of Alexander ur (Decre- 
tales Gregorii IX 1.11.4 CIC 2 118; c 1160) ordered the degradation of crimi- 
nal priests only if their crime were public; otherwise, they were to undergo 
condign penance and be denied further preferment. 
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pontiff can, for the reasons already stated, make people ineligible to con- 
sent to matrimony, he can also make them ineligible to receive the imprint 
of holy orders; as this cannot be undone once it has been done, it should at 
least be possible to prevent it being done in the first place. Again, just as a 
second marriage is considered invalid on the ground that making one con- 
tract removes one's freedom to consent to another, so a man who has been 
married has lost the right to make a second contract and thus, it seems, can- 
not consent to ordination. I am putting forward these ideas only for the sake 
of argument. 

Why, nowadays, are only priests and monks (from whom the right to 
marry is withdrawn) allowed a form of consent which, though it is of no 
use to anyone, is held to have an effect on other people's marriages on the 
ground of public propriety? The rigour of the civil laws could be used like 
the hatchet of Tenes^? to cut out most of the problems by removing from our 
midst someone who makes mock both of matrimony and of the church by 
entering the priesthood after marrying a wife. He wrongs the poor woman 
and behaves insultingly and impiously towards the church when by a sacri- 
legious trick he steals the sacrament of orders. Simple theft is punished by 
death, but this crime is worse than any theft. In all this the good reputa- 
tion of holy orders is given as justification, but nothing is said of the dam- 
age done to matrimony: what kind of reputation will holy orders acquire, if 
room is left to slither into them by evil tricks? 

There is another distinction whose removal would greatly simplify the 
problems of matrimony. The taking of monastic vows dissolves a ratified 
marriage, but not if it has been consummated.?* The church could decide, 
in accordance with the gospel decree, that nothing may dissolve a marriage, 
ratified or consummated, except death or adultery. If marriage was estab- 
lished by divine law and can be sealed by a form of consent in the present 
tense, how can it be dissolved by mere mortals making a verbal distinc- 
tion between ‘ratified’ and ‘consummated,’ or between a simple vow and 
a solemn vow? If the popes can make people within certain degrees of 
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putes, and appropriate here since its owner, King Tenes, sometimes used it to 
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from marriage; as we have seen (n180 above), he had no objection to married 
priests. 

234 Cf Aquinas Supplementum qq 61-2. A ‘ratified marriage’ (matrimonium ratum) 
is made when two baptized persons exchange consent in a valid marriage 
ceremony; the unconsummated union is approved by the church as a valid 
sacramental covenant. | 
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kinship ineligible to marry, they can also make those who marry ineligible 
to make a vow without the consent of their spouse. Furthermore, that con- 
sent would have to be approved by their bishop, and only reluctantly ac- 
cepted, in these particularly uncertain times, because experience may show 
that such divorces will rarely turn out well. 

The excuse for this regulation is that it gives support to the religious 
orders, which the church rightly supported in days gone by when in their 
way of life the nobility and the people were beginning to slip back into pa- 
ganism, and it seemed that only among monks and nuns was the gospel 
maintained in full vigour. How I wish that we could make the same boast 
today! But even at that time, when the piety of the monks was most deserv- 
ing of support, there is no record of a concession which allowed just anyone 
to desert his hapless wife and plunge into the monastic fraternity.” Care is 
taken to ensure that the taking of monastic vows does not harm the novice’s 
creditors, though the debt owed to a spouse is more sacred than any other 
contract. If the monk is returned to his wife, there is no harm done; if he 
stays, the girl will suffer, for the reasons cited earlier. I shall go no further 
into this business, to avoid delaying the reader unnecessarily. I am merely 
showing what the church might do and what the present circumstances de- 
mand. For the rest, I defer to the judgment of those who stand at the helm 
of the church. 

Since many very complex problems are caused by vows, it would be a 
service to all Christians to advise them to abstain from all unnecessary and 
indeed useless vows. If you are keen to visit Jerusalem or Compostella,” 
you may gratify your whim, but there is no need to include a vow in your 
plans. If something prevents you, remember that something that is far from 
essential must always give way to what is more vital to your salvation and 
closer to Christ’s teaching. If you have doubts about this, you are free to 
consult your bishop, your parish priest, or some other grave and learned 
man. If you have no doubts, follow your own judgment, so long as your 
conscience is clear. A Christian vow must be quite different from those pa- 
gan vows whereby people promised a tenth of their goods to Hercules if he 
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235 Erasmus uses the term contubernium, literally, 'tent-companionship.' It was 
used in Roman law (Digesta 40.4.59) of ‘marriage’ between slaves, and ironi- 
cally (eg Petronius 92.4) to mean ‘concubinage.’ Doubtless Erasmus was aware 
of this range of meaning! 

236 With Rome itself, the most important centres of pilgrimage, mentioned in Eras- 
mus’ satires on the topic De votis temere susceptis (‘Rash Vows’) CWE 39 37-9 and 
Peregrinatio religionis ergo (‘A Pilgrimage for Religion’s Sake’) CWE 40 619-74. 
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would boost the family fortunes, or pimps made some vow to Venus if she 
would increase their takings, and so on and so forth. Jephthah's vow should 
not be taken as an example either.?7 Other Jewish vows either related to 
their phantom Law, or were easy to perform, or could be revoked. 

What is more, any vow must be freely made and carefully considered. 
What kind of vows, then, are those that are wrung out of us, during illness, 
at sea, or in battle, by the fear of death or some other mental affliction verg- 
ing on insanity? In these circumstances a true Christian's vow should have 
nothing in view but eternal salvation. If it is clear that a vow will lead less 
surely towards that goal than something else, then the less certain path to 
salvation must surely be abandoned for the better one. I am talking about 
common vows, which, in my opinion, it is safest not to make at all or, if 
they are made in a rash moment, to consider null and void. No one should 
think that I would cling to this view unless it should gain the full back- 
ing of the church, which has the power to do what I have proposed - if it 
wishes. 

The case of the vow of continence is far from simple.” Some deny that 
a monk breaks his vow if he fornicates (unless he has got married!), because 
a vow is a renunciation of something previously permitted to you, and it 
cannot really be called a vow if someone promises never to be a whoremon- 
ger. However, leaving aside these somewhat irrelevant thoughts: the cause 
of matrimony would be greatly advanced if the church were to decree that 
a vow of chastity should be invalid unless ratified by a bishop, who must 
be very exacting on this score. Also there need not be so sharp a distinc- 
tion between a simple vow and a solemn vow. If a simple vow has been 
taken first, the marriage is halved, whereas if a solemn vow is taken, even 
afterwards, it dissolves a legally valid marriage. The same penalty should 
be inflicted, in either case, on someone who wrongs his wife by taking or- 
ders or professing monastic vows, and it should be considered more of a 
scandal if a husband becomes a priest or a monk than if he returns to his 
wife, to whom he owes a lifetime of companionship, unless the lady gives 
her consent freely and after due consideration. Paul had ‘begotten Onesimus 
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237 Judg 11:30-40; his imprudent vow compelled him to sacrifice his daughter. 

238 For Erasmus' strictures on such vows and the controversy over them, see Rum- 
mel Catholic Critics 1 182 and 11 74-8, and Telle 88-94. The personal tenor of 
much of this discussion is suggested by its resemblance to passages in the 
autobiographical Ep 447, eg lines 610-21 and 709-45. On the contemporary 
background and the Pauline foundation of Erasmus’ views, see Screech 69-71. 
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in his bonds,” and no vow could be more sacred than that. He served the 
apostle Paul when he was enchained for the gospel's sake, and no service 
could be more holy. None the less, Paul sent him back to his master Phile- 
mon. And yet it is supposed to be impious if a wife is sent back to her 
husband? For it is harder if a wife makes a vow against her husband's will 
than vice versa, since authority remains with the husband. It all seems even 
worse if one considers present conditions in most of our monasteries and 
nunneries, and how few of the inmates live the true monastic life! People 
were always permitted to come together and profess the gospel against the 
will of parents and husbands; even slaves were allowed to do so. However, 
the Apostle did not allow a Christian slave to leave his pagan master or a 
Christian wife to desert an idolatrous husband.^*? And yet, apparently, we 
deem it ungodly to compel a monk or a priest to return to his Christian 
wife. 

Now I can almost hear someone say, ‘Parents and spouses can have 
no sway over someone who has been inspired by the Holy Spirit to dedi- 
cate himself entirely to God.' So what happens at baptism? Is half the child 
dedicated to God and the other half to the devil? How I wish that all who 
take monastic vows were inspired by the Holy Spirit! No one would have 
the right to stand in their way, even if they were throwing themselves 
into the river! But it is well known that many are inspired by a spirit of 
folly, irresponsibility, madness, ambition, avarice, idleness, lust, and self- 
indulgence. Certainly those who in secret or against the will of their parents 
(whom God's law commands us to obey)'*' devote themselves to a way of 
life from which they cannot subsequently extricate themselves, seem more 
likely to be inspired by an evil spirit, which drives them into the arms of 
the monks despite the protests of their doubtless devout and honourable 
parents. Papal decrees give parents the right to withdraw their son from a 
monastery if he is under twelve.^* That was a good rule in its time, but 
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239 Philem 10 

240 See Paul's letter to Philemon and 1 Cor 7:15 respectively. 

241 Eph 6:1; cf Exod 20:12 etc. 

242 Gratian Decretum pars 2 € 20 qq 1-2, quoting councils of the seventh and ninth 
centuries. These decisions are endorsed by the Decretales Gregorii 1x 3.31.1 and 
the age raised to eighteen in certain cases (3.31.6), but another conciliar rul- 
ing (3.31.2 CIC 2 569) allowed parents only one year in which to extract their 
children, even those under age. In Epp 447:712 and 858:523-5 Erasmus sug- 
gests that thirty would be a suitable age for the decision. Luther thought that 
seventy or eighty might be about right (De votis monasticis, Telle 143). 
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now I think it would be better to extend this parental right to the age of 
twenty-five. There might be fewer monks, perhaps, but they would be better 
monks. 

In days gone by, a son who was still legally subject to his father"? was 
not free to be baptized secretly, if his parents were available to give their 
consent, and baptism did not free him from his duty to obey his father, un- 
less he were asked to commit some act of obvious impiety. For example, the 
son was obliged, if asked, to bring his father the incense to offer to Jupiter, 
although he was also obliged, if asked, not to perform the sacrifice himself. 
But God desired that the bonds of matrimony should be closer than those 
between father and son: ‘For this reason a man shall leave his father and 
mother and cleave to his wife.’ Therefore I do not think it would be an af- 
front to true religion if the church were to decree that a solemn vow should 
not deprive a husband of his bride. The husband will still have someone to 
obey, someone to whom he owes obedience; he will achieve poverty, if he 
gives his possessions to the poor and believes that his property belongs to 
the community, not to himself. I admit that chastity is only partly under his 
control, but this little drawback should be weighed against the many other 
good works he can perform: visiting the sick, aiding the poor, distributing 
alms, attending sermons, educating his children, governing his household, 
preparing with his own hands what he will give to the needy.” Nowadays 
such duties are almost never performed by monks and nuns, who are most 
appreciated for their show of holiness — although in the beginning Jerome, 
Ambrose, and Cyprian prescribed such duties for the virgins dedicated to 


* ox ox ob 


243 On the power of patria potestas under Roman law, cf n111 above. It was weak- 
ened under the Christian emperors; eg, Justinian (Novellae 81) frees office- 
holders and bishops from patria potestas. On such cases, cf Augustine (Ep 75 
[250]) to Auxilius, quoted by Gratian pars 2 € 24 q 3 c 1. 

244 Gen 2:24; Matt 19:5 

245 Erasmus suggests that the monastic vows of obedience, poverty, and chastity 
can be fulfilled more satisfactorily within marriage than in a monastery, 
though he is less outspoken on chastity here than in the Encomium matri- 
monii CWE 25 157. See also Ep 858, a preface to the Enchiridion (cwe 66 18), in 
which Erasmus dismisses those who call his advocacy of near-celibacy within 
marriage 'Marcionite' (referring to a heretical ascetic sect). St Jerome's tract 
Adversus lovinianun set out to refute the idea that the married state was equal 
to that of virginity; he was supported by Augustine in De bono coniugali and 
De sancta virginitate. See also Telle passim for a hostile analysis of Erasmus' 
views; he suggests (43-8) that the model for this ‘marital celibacy’ might be 
Thomas More. 
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God.*° I am not attempting to equate monks with married people in every 
respect, but I wanted to point out, without detriment to the religious life, 
some things that are more appropriate to marriage, which is our subject 
here. 

Next, there is the question of criminality, of various types, and once 
again a host of problems arises. Things might be easier if we were told to 
tolerate certain less serious crimes, such as a man fornicating with his future 
wife before the marriage. However, if the crime were very serious, either 
the civil law would free one partner by executing the other, or the innocent 
party would be released completely from the marriage by having the part- 
ner (who has deserved death) considered dead — unless the innocent partner 
actually objected to being separated from the guilty. It is reasonable not to 
separate those who are partners in crime, as in adultery, which nowadays 
we treat as a joke, although in the ancient world no crime attracted a harsher 
penalty. A thief who came by night and broke into another's house was not 
to be killed, unless caught in possession of a weapon. In short, the law 
allowed a private individual to use the sword only in two circumstances - 
when violence had to be countered, or when a husband caught an adulterer 
in the act, though not with impunity unless he killed both of them; having 
done the deed, he risked conviction for murder, unless he could prove to 
the court, with witnesses and evidence, that he had killed both of them after 
catching them in the very act. Allowance was made for a husband's outrage, 
but not indiscriminately. 
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246 Cf the Vita Hieronymi Cwe 61 29, where Erasmus contrasts in detail monastic 
life in the fifth century (as he imagines it to have been) with its degenerate 
modern descendant; see also the preface to the Enchiridion (Ep 858) CwE 66 
21-2, and Telle 71-8 and 123. For examples of the Fathers’ prescriptions, see 
Jerome Ep 108 (Ad Eustochium) PL 22 896-8; Cyprian De habitu virginum; and 
Ambrose De virginibus ad Marcellinam sororem. 

247 Gaius Institutes 3.189, relaxed by Institutiones 4.1.5. However, a canon of the 
Decretales Gregorii IX 5.12.3 C1C 2 794, based on St Augustine, lifted the charge of 
murder from the killer of a nocturnal thief, on the authority of Exod 22:3 and 
of the ancient Roman law (by night it was considered impossible to distinguish 
between a mere thief and a potential assassin). 

248 Erasmus also contrasts the Roman penalties for theft and adultery, and de- 
plores modern laxity towards the latter, in the Encomium matrimonii CWE 25 
133-4 and in the Institutio principis christiani CWE 27 269. On the severe lex Inlia 
de adulteriis coercendis passed by Augustus, see Tacitus Annals 3.24; Institutiones 
4.18.4; and especially Digesta 48.5.1-45. The relatively mild medieval sanctions 
against adulterers are tabulated in the Decretales Gregorii 1x 5.16 CIC 805-7. 
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The law of Moses lays down that a woman taken in adultery is to be 
stoned by the people;**? adultery was also a capital offence for the Greeks^? 
and Romans. Of course, I do not disapprove of the church’s clemency in pre- 
ferring repentance to death for the malefactor. However, it seems a perverse 
kind of clemency when the civil laws will nail to the cross an ordinary thief, 
even a first offender, ?' but consider undeserving of punishment someone 
who is tainted by a score of adulteries. Once, it is true, the shepherds of the 
church used to prescribe penalties for malefactors, and for the church's sake 
the princes often connived at certain excesses, but the church's justice, how- 
ever severe, never wielded the sword for the civil power. The church heals 
the soul; the bodies of criminals are the law’s concern, and if it spares the 
adulterer but the wife cannot bring herself to live with him, it seems not 
unreasonable that he should be considered dead to her (since he deserves 
death) and that the innocent party should be set free. However, I realize 
that our predecessors produced some very weighty arguments in drawing 
up the rulings on matrimony that apply at present. Thus I have made these 
points only for the sake of argument. 

As for conditions:** I have already said that no one could seriously 
argue that a contract containing an impossible condition will make a valid 
marriage, for example, 'If you are a virgin I take you as my wife,’ when you 
know that she has been seduced and has had a child. Similarly, I do not see 
why a condition like the following should be thought dishonourable: ‘I take 
you in matrimony, if I find that you are a virgin’; if the girl has a guilty 
conscience, she must not deceive a man whose concern is honourable. In 
Deuteronomy 22[:13-21], for example, severe punishment is prescribed for 
a man who has married a girl as a virgin and then pretends to find out that 
she is not. If guilty, he is beaten as well as being fined. But the punishment 
is much harsher for a bride who has not kept herself for her husband: she 
is taken outside the city walls and stoned by the people. 

These days, however, there is a more serious reason why a bridegroom 
might make a fuss about the girl's virginity, because if, even unwittingly, 
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249 Deut 22:24 

250 As Erasmus mentioned earlier (see 223, and n24), Plato and Aristotle pre- 
scribed for adulterers atimia, public disgrace and the loss of civil rights, but 
according to Plutarch Solon 23.90F, at one time an adulterer caught in the act 
could be killed out of hand. 

251 Erasmus uses ironically a Greek adjective applied to a bride by Theopompus 
Comicus 94. 

252 The general question is expounded in the Decretales Gregorii IX 4.5 CIC 2 682-4; 
a particular case similar to those here'is described ibidem 2.24.25 cic 2 368-9. 
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he has married a woman who is not a virgin, he will be barred from the 
priesthood as a digamist. If every contract stipulated virginity, there would 
probably be husbands demanding their money back every day, since it is 
no less difficult to prove than to preserve, but it is the law’s permissiveness 
that has opened the way to such corruption. Thus, if it is desirable to avoid 
such obnoxious inquiries, it should at least be no obstacle to the priesthood 
that a man has unknowingly married an unchaste woman. In this case Paul's 
authority?’ is not conclusive for us, even if a man has knowingly married 
an unchaste woman, or if he has remarried after his first wife’s death, for the 
simple reason that in the same statement the Apostle includes many other 
things that do not nowadays remove a man from the priesthood. 

Certainly natural reason does not reject the idea that a contract of mar- 
riage can be dissolved if one of the partners accepts a condition so vital that, 
had he or she not concealed a breach of that condition, the marriage would 
in all likelihood not have taken place; for example, if a beggar pretended to 
be a millionaire’s son, if the child of an incestuous union pretended to be 
a scion of some noble house, or if a victim of leprosy, epilepsy, or the so- 
called Neapolitan pox** pretended to be in perfect health. The partner who 
imposed the condition before giving consent should be released from the 
contract, and the other, who has tainted the sacrament with deceit, should 
be punished. A heavier penalty is required for those who pervert the sa- 
cred, such as those who use sacramental confession for pimping, or sorcer- 
ers who pervert the Eucharist. When deception is combined with impiety, 
it not only harms individuals but brings the church of God into disrepute. 
In fact, even if the condition were not made explicit, none the less one of 
the parties to the match would still be considered to have been deceived 
in his or her expectation. It would seem only just to destroy a contract en- 
tered into under false pretences if the injured party will not overlook the 
deception, and especially if it is clear that the other party engineered the 
whole thing. Examples abound in popular tales, and they are not all ficti- 
tious. If consent depends on a condition that is not fulfilled, there can be no 
consent. 
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253 See 1 Tim 3:1-13. Erasmus returns 298 below to this passage on the qualities 
required in a bishop. 

254 Syphilis, called ‘le mal de Naples’ by the French and the ‘French pox’ by most 
other nations, was supposedly introduced to Europe by Columbus’ returning 
sailors and spread by the French army returning from its invasion of Naples 
in 1494-5. For a full discussion and bibliography, see Margolin 501-2 n185. Cf 
n370 below. 
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It is truly said by the lawyers that nothing is less compatible with con- 
sent than error; where there is error there is no consent. But although a 
case of mistaken identity releases the person who has been deceived, er- 
rors over quality or fortune do not? But what'if such an error causes 
greater problems than a case of mistaken identity? It might be less distress- 
ing to marry John, who you thought was Peter, than to marry a lunatic, a 
leper, or an epileptic whom you believed to be healthy. People planning 
to get married will of course take every precaution against deception. But 
in matters of such moment, and where every trick cannot be foreseen, the 
pope’s authority could give some help to the party who has been deceived 
by pronouncing such marriages invalid, and so could the civil laws by en- 
suring, rigorously, that no one should go unpunished for trifling with mat- 
rimony. Marriage was not instituted to permit innocence to be ensnared 
in deceit but to join one partner to another for their mutual benefit. It is 
not marriage but capture when one partner lays hands on the prey he was 
hunting, while the other, ensnared, can only weep; or would you prefer to 
call this a kind of rape? Yet today quite a few are considered clever and 
resourceful for the very fact that they constantly move around, marrying 
first one, then another, up to a dozen maybe, and make their living from 
it. These godless impostors and plagues of mankind should be hoisted on 
crosses. 

Now, I think that marriage would be less open to manipulation if mar- 
ital crime were to be punished in another way. At the moment, if the bride- 
groom has seduced the bride’s sister, the marriage is simply dissolved (this 
seems to be, in fact, a case of affinity)? There should be another way to 
prevent him enjoying the fruits of his wickedness while allowing a mar- 
riage contracted by free and lawful consent to stand. It would be easy to 
put a stop to such dissolutions if both parties were to be freed, as in a crime 
punished by execution the civil law frees the other partner. In this and many 
other cases the authority of the popes could pronounce people capable or in- 
capable of marriage: thus either the contract would be null and void, or its 
terms would be accepted in their entirety, and both partners equally bound 
by them or released from them. 
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255 Cf Gratian Decretum pars 2 € 29 q 1 cc 2-4; Lombard Sententiae book 4 dist 
30 c 1; and Decretales Gregorii 1x 4.1.26 CIC 670-1. In the last case some doubt 
is expressed over the possibility of annulling a consummated ‘marriage’ with 
someone masquerading as ‘John.’ 

256 Cf Gratian Decretum pars 2 c 32 q 7 cc 21 and 23, and particularly Aquinas 
Supplementum q 58 art 4. : 
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Quite rightly, the laws of the church condemn clandestine marriages, 
but I wish that it would condemn them these days so clearly that any mar- 
riage contract made in secret should be considered no contract, unless con- 
firmed by the families and by a solemn undertaking on both sides, such as 
used to be made before the censors in Roman times, accompanied by the 
swearing of an oath, as I outlined earlier.” I do not think that there are any 
examples in Holy Writ of dependent children or wards contracting secret 
marriages which remained valid against the wishes of those in authority 
over them.” At one time parents had the power of life and death over their 
children, and although it is unfair that parents should force their children 
into celibacy after puberty, some holy Doctors, including Ambrose, think 
it fair that parents should have the right to choose from among a number 
of suitors. If parents are so inhuman as to treat their children like slaves or 
cattle, and either refuse to give any thought to their marriage or, for their 
own reasons, impose on them husbands or wives who are plainly unsuit- 
able, then certain people could be nominated to help the children. Uncles, 
grandparents, state officials, bishops, for example, could be entrusted with 
this duty. 

Seeing that imperial law protected slaves who were too harshly treated 
by their masters or subjected to insult and abuse,”” is it not much more nec- 
essary to protect children and minors from the wickedness of parents, tu- 
tors, and guardians? Anyone who seeks to gain advantage at his children's 
expense is no longer a parent but a tyrant. Is it really any wonder that Chris- 
tian morality has sunk so low, when you may come across people today who, 
horrible to relate, prostitute their own children for sordid gain? Guardians 
and trustees are even less reliable. In Britain the sons of noblemen whose 
fathers have died are put in the charge of guardians. This right is bought 
or obtained from the king. Whenever this power falls into the hands of a 
different family, the property of the ward is often managed in such a way 
that, unless he marries the wife chosen for him by his guardian, he will get 
precious little return from his acres; the period of tutelage lasts until the 
twenty-second year. But these are considered proper marriages, although 
the civil law does insist that tutors or guardians cannot marry the wards 
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257 See n130 above. 

258 The censors were Roman magistrates concerned mainly with social affairs; see 
223 above. 

259 Cf the examples 246 above. 

260 De Abraham 1.9.91 PL 14 476B 

261 Eg Gaius Institutes 1.53; Institutiones 1.8.2 
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entrusted to their care, and neither can their children (though canon law 
does not forbid this).7° 

Thus neither guardians nor parents should have the authority to im- 
pose a spouse on unwilling children or wards; none the less, the reins should 
not be so far relaxed, at this somewhat reckless age, that they should be al- 
lowed to contract marriages - that is, take a sacrament of the church - in 
secret, or rashly, under the influence of drink or sorcery, by saying the right 
three words while in the act of coupling. How I wish that the old sense of 
mutual obligation between parents and children were still alive, when par- 
ents looked after their children’s interests as if they were their own, and 
children never mistrusted their parents’ intentions. When Paul writes of 
the virgin, he gives all power to the father. Of the widow, he says, “Let 
her marry whom she wishes, but in the Lord.’ He does not say that a vir- 
gin may marry whom she wishes, but ‘If a virgin marries, she has done no 
wrong." It is as though he were allowing virgins to marry even against 
their parents’ wishes, but not allowing them the choice of a husband. 

However, it seems most equitable that such an important step should 
not be taken without the consent of those whom it exposes to most risk. 
That is why forced marriages are to be condemned. If young men or young 
women object violently to the partners whom their parents wish to thrust 
upon them, they must not be forced to comply with their parents’ wishes 
immediately, but must be given time to consider, to see whether this youth- 
ful rebelliousness can be overcome, and matters be settled in a rational way. 
But if they persist, and their inclinations are not entirely unreasonable, then 
affectionate parents may be persuaded to yield a little of their authority, as 
in the comedy, when Clitipho rejects the girls his mother has found for him, 
and his father lets him marry the girl of his choice." There must be a mid- 
dle way whereby parental authority is not completely undermined, nor a 
child's freedom of action completely given up. The consent of the contract- 
ing parties must prevail and triumph — but that consent must be genuine, 
free, and lawful, especially in a matter that not only is the most complex of 
all, but also is irremediable if anything goes wrong. 

Can consent be freely given where fear plays a role, especially when 
it affects a youth of tender years or a girl handicapped by both her youth 
and her sex? Withdrawal of the family's support will be a powerful weapon 
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262 For the Roman law, see Gaius Institutes 1.115. 

263 See 1 Cor 7:36-8 (on paternal authority); the quotations are from 1 Cor 7:39 
and 28 respectively. 

264 The comedy is Terence’s Heautontimorumenos. 
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against them; some are more afraid for their reputation than for their virtue. 
Parents may use force, a thrashing even, to repress youthful wantonness, 
but when it comes to marriage, compulsion must always yield to persuasion. 
Similarly if, under the influence of a bawd, of wine (the father of madness), 
of lustful caresses, of the night (the enemy of honour), of magic incanta- 
tions, 9 the three words are exchanged between virtual children, can there 
be any true consent, since their every sense is reeling and their minds are 
gripped by the threefold madness of drink, lust, and sorcery? A valid con- 
tract cannot be made with someone who is insane, or has not yet reached pu- 
berty or the legal age. Yet a treaty of marriage, the most important of all, is 
legally valid even if itis made at an age when otherwise the law intervenes, 
even in minor contracts, because of the child's inexperience and lack of judg- 
ment. When drunkenness rules, it is worse than a mere fit of madness, in 
that sometimes constant drunkenness leads to permanent insanity. Anger is 
called a brief madness; a long sleep may barely clear a drinker's head. 

In days gone by, the judge used to ask, 'On your conscience, are you 
satisfied that you have a wife?7*7 Can there be any question of conscience, 
when your mind is bewitched in more ways than one? To argue with a 
drunkard is, as the proverbs put it, like talking to yourself 9? and although 
a lad who makes a drunken marriage with a drunken girl may in fact be 
talking to someone else, if you were to wake him up and ask him what he 
had said or done he would remember very little. Words have no weight if 
they are spoken by someone of unsound mind, unless it is obviously during 
a few moments of lucidity. Words forced out by fear are considered invalid 
because the mind is neither free nor in control; why then should they be 
valid if spoken in a bout of madness coupled with violence? For to use 
these arts to take over the minds of girls and young men is not merely to 
trick them, but to do them violence. I have read of people whom torture 
could not subdue being conquered in the end by sensual pleasures. 5ome 
girls are taught these tricks to help them find a rich husband, and young 
men use them to hunt down large dowries. Should these devices fail, magic 
incantations and sorcery are brought to bear. 

How many young men of breeding and wealth have I seen trapped by 
girls whose reputations were as low as their income! Imagine their parents’ 
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265 Erasmus uses the grecism epagoge, meaning in Greek an invocation drawing 
down a god but in Latin merely a rhetorical device. 

266 Cf Horace Epistles 1.2.62. 

267 Cf 223 above. 

268 Cf Publilius Syrus Sententiae 12. 
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grief, their family's sorrow! They would try separating them, with the groom 
banished to France, the bride to Holland. The female might be pushed into 
a convent, with poison at hand if she refused. The man, to keep the rich 
pickings from the church he used to enjoy, would wait for news of his new 
bride's death, but she might escape and pursue him; his parents would dis- 
inherit him. In short, everything would be tried - in vain. The marriage 
was indissoluble. Are the Lord's words appropriate to a marriage like this: 
"What God has joined, let no man put asunder’? Would it not be better 
to say, What the devil, through his servants, has joined, let God, through 
his servants, put asunder? The Roman pontiff cannot invalidate a statement 
of consent between two individuals legally entitled to make one. Very well, 
but he can, unless I am mistaken, declare that such consent is not lawful, 
nor indeed the individuals legally entitled to give it, if they are not in their 
right mind. If the Roman pontiff can make people joined by spiritual kin- 
ship ineligible to marry, I should be surprised if he could not make these 
deluded people ineligible to make contracts. Not only should the marriage 
be considered invalid, but punishment should be inflicted on those who use 
these black arts to cement such marriages. 

If you were to say, Let them learn from their misfortune to be more 
careful, I would agree — if people were permitted to exchange or sell back 
their wives. But once this die has come up with the wrong number, no trick 
can change it. The civil laws are not slow to give assistance to wards and 
minors, restoring the status quo if a contract is injurious to the ward, or 
letting it stand if it is to his advantage.7^ They make allowance for youth, 
too easy to trick, and punish those who set traps for the innocence they 
should protect. Should not the church's laws be yet more compassionate than 
the civil laws? 

All these controversies — over the form of words in the present and 
future tense, over valid and consummated marriages, over signs, nods, and 
letters — could in large measure be resolved if the church’s leaders could 
bring themselves to decree that no marriage would be legally valid unless 
it were made before specially appointed magistrates and in the presence 
of witnesses. Each party, sober and free from constraint, would agree to 
the marriage using an unambiguous form of words that would be written 
down and preserved. As for dealings in secret: if intercourse were involved, 
it would be considered fornication, and if consent had been given using 
no recognized form of words, it would be considered mere words. There 
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269 Matt 19:6. It is not known whether Erasmus had some specific case in mind 
here. 


270 Eg Institutiones 3.14.1 and 4.7. For the image of the die, cf Adagia 1 iv 32. 
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would be no marriage until consent to matrimony had been given, using an 
approved form of words, before judges and witnesses, by two sober and 
independent people. The same conditions should apply, I think, to those who 
cannot speak but can signify their wishes by signs or nods. 

In other contracts precautions are taken against fraud, enabling the 
agreement to be rescinded, but in this most lofty and sacred matter it helps 
to bea trickster, and innocence lies exposed to deceit. The crook profits from 
his villainy, and innocent youth is saddled with the loss. I have no doubt 
that the princes of the church would find more and better remedies than 
those I have suggested, if God filled their hearts with concern for a problem 
which is not, in my opinion, an unimportant one. I must repeat once more 
that it is not my intention to undermine in any way the rulings and customs 
established for the public benefit, but to use the wisdom of our predecessors 
to try to ensure stability and happiness in every marriage. 

In pursuit of this goal, it would be particularly useful if the impedi- 
ments, which are like traps, could be removed as far as is possible without 
harming true religion, and if we could adhere as closely as possible to the 
decrees of Holy Writ; if anything has to be added to the Holy Scriptures, it 
should aim above all to ensure that the contract of marriage is entirely clear 
and unambiguous. These days, as I said earlier, it has been made a great 
deal easier in some respects to make a contract of marriage, on grounds de- 
rived more from the lawyers’ opinions than from Holy Writ; in other areas, 
where the rules might have been relaxed on the basis of Holy Writ, they 
have been tightened. For example, a man who has married a girl in good 
faith, thinking her a virgin, and who then discovers that she has been se- 
duced in some furtive fornication, is considered a digamist. He is barred 
from priesthood, however keen his vocation, by this hypothetical digamy 
or, to put it rather better, by a quite blameless ignorance of things that a 
husband could neither foresee nor prevent. If it had happened before bap- 
tism, I suppose that he would also have to be ejected from the priesthood 
as a digamist, just as a first wife is laid to a man’s charge, even if the mar- 
riage and her death occurred before his baptism, when he marries another 
after his baptism - a rule against which Jerome protested in vain.” 

I admit that St Paul wishes a bishop to be ‘a man of only one wife, 
because at that time he was obliged to earn the respect not only of Christians, 
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271 Jerome Ep 69 [83] (Ad Oceanum) PL 22 653-64, cited by Gratian in his discus- 
sion of this question, Decretum pars 1 D 26 cc 1-5. Gratian quotes Augustine 
and Ambrose in opposition to Jerome's more liberal view based on ethical and 
rational arguments similar to those of Erasmus. 
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but also of the pagans and Jews whom he was seeking to win to the gospel. 
At that time bishop, priest, and elder were the same thing; *” thus, Paul’s re- 
marks on the bishop of those days have been extended to apply to all priests. 
For the safety of the gospel, they had to be irreproachable in every way, be- 
ing exposed to the gaze of unbelievers as well as believers. What was a tiny 
band nine hundred years ago has grown so large, however, with teeming 
swarms of priests throughout the world, that there is now no danger that 
someone will find the gospel repugnant simply because a man is taken into 
holy orders who has knowingly been a widow’s husband before — so long 
as everything else about him upholds the dignity of his orders. 

These days, if you look at the majority of bishops, you will find that 
something more serious than a wife who was not a virgin could act as a 
stumbling-block to the people, if they were to judge the gospel's teaching 
by the bishops’ example.*”* This is not to mention the effect on heretics, 
schismatics, Jews, and others who are strangers to Christ's name. Therefore, 
since the times have changed, the reason why Paul does not want the bishop 
to be twice married - that taking another wife is evidence of incontinence — 
has ceased to apply. Yet we still harp on just a few of Paul's words, 'a man 
of only one wife,’ as if this were the only rule the Apostle laid down for 
the choice of a bishop. In fact, he goes on to demand that he should be ‘ir- 
reproachable, sober, courteous, prudent, chaste, hospitable, a good teacher, 
not given to drinking or to brawling; forbearing, not litigious; no lover of 
money.’ A little later: ‘He must not be a neophyte, lest the sin of pride bring 
upon him the devil's judgment.’ Paul demands much the same of bishops in 
his letter to Titus: ‘For a bishop, as God's steward, must be free of all guilt, 
and be neither proud, irascible, bibulous, violent, nor a lover of money; he 
must be hospitable, kind, sober, just, holy, chaste, clinging to the true doc- 
trine he has been taught, that he may be equipped to preach sound doctrine 
even to those who seek to contradict him.’?7 

Why, from the many ‘headings’ in the Apostle's ‘ruling, ”® is the 
little wife alone considered reprehensible, while the horde of harlots and 
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273 An argument derived from Jerome's letter (see n271 above) PL 22 656 

274 Erasmus frequently deplores the worldliness of contemporary bishops; see eg 
passages in the Moria, Julius exclusus, and Institutio principis christiani CWE 27 
137-40, 177, and 280. 

275 1 Tim 3:2, 5, and 6, and Titus 1:7-9 respectively 

276 Erasmus parodies the language of the papal decree. In fact Gratian, after deal- 
ing with the question of episcopal celibacy, does go on to illustrate, with refer- 
ence to papal pronouncements, the necessity of the other qualities enumerated 
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congregations of concubines are not laid to his charge? If the only people 
admitted to the office of bishop or priest were those who had preserved 
their chastity intact, it would seem highly appropriate to combine the dig- 
nity of the priesthood with the honour of virginity in order to increase re- 
spect for the bishop in the community. Nowadays, however, chastity is not 
a prerequisite, but a second wife, or one who was not a virgin, is laid to 
their charge, and so rigorously that no allowance is made even for unavoid- 
able ignorance. The digamist is not barred from the duties of priesthood 
for committing a crime; he has done no wrong in marrying a wife law- 
fully, and even deserves praise for respecting chaste and holy matrimony 
and bringing up children in a Christian way. So why is he barred? Presum- 
ably because among the people, who are always inclined towards slander, 
and even more among the enemies of the Christian name, anyone who mar- 
ries again lays himself open to suspicions of incontinence. The bishop must 
guard not only against evil but against even the appearance of evil-doing, 
lest this teacher of the gospel philosophy, this steward of God’s mysteries, 
this light placed on the candlestick to shine through the house,’””” should by 
some mischance become a stumbling-block for unbelievers or the weak in 
faith. 

Now, this reasoning was acceptable in the days when absolute purity 
was required in a bishop. Nowadays only this least important element is 
a requirement, and many other things that would better befit a bishop are 
ignored. ‘Anyone who lies with a harlot,’ says the Apostle, ‘is made one 
body with her.?7? Someone who has unwisely married a woman who is not 
a virgin is now said to have shared his body with her, whereas someone 
who has slept with a host of harlots has not shared his body and, as if he 
were pure and wholesome (réAetos, the Greeks say), is appointed to four or, 
if he prefers, five bishoprics.*”? 

If a man who has married a second wife is barred not for a crime but 
because of a trifling suspicion, or rather fear, among the people that he is 
incontinent (which also gave digamy a bad name among the pagans), what 
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in 1 Tim 3:23 (Decretum pars 1 DD 35-49). However, Erasmus has in mind here 
the precedents cited in the Decretales Gregorii 1x 1.21 (De bigamis tion ordinandis) 
cic 2 146-8, especially chapter 6, which deals with the question of ‘several 
concubines in succession.’ 

277 Cf Matt 5:15. 

278 1 Cor 6:16 

279 The Greek word means both ‘unblemished, immaculate’ and ‘perfect, com- 
plete.’ For another attack on episcopal pluralism see Julius exclusus CWE 27 183. 
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is it that disqualifies the man who married a widow? Should the prohibition 
in Moses’ law of a priest marrying a widow or a woman not a virgin” be 
applied to someone who was not at the time contemplating the priesthood? 
Having two concubines did not stand in Augustine’s way," yet nowadays 
a wife who was once enjoyed by another, in secret and unbeknown to her 
future husband, can be laid to his charge. If we accept the Apostle’s rigorous 
decree that bearing the yoke twice bars a man from a bishopric, how can we 
accept someone whose whole life has been defiled by all manner of vice? 
If Paul considers suitable for the priest’s task someone who ‘governs his 
household well, and has obedient and carefully educated children,’?°? why 
should someone who fulfils these conditions be considered unworthy of the 
very name of priest simply because he was mistaken when he chose his 
partner? The Roman pontiff will not temper the severity of the Apostle’s 
ruling, even for those who seek to enter the priesthood for the holiest of 
reasons, unless they become monks; in that case they are considered dead to 
the world and, with a quick change of name, digamous Laurence is reborn 
as monogamous Thomas.^? 

If we really wanted to get it right, how could we ignore the first ‘head- 
ing’ of this law: ‘The bishop must be irreproachable’?*** Paul did not say, 
‘not convicted and condemned for a crime,’ but avéyxAyntos, which means of 
such blameless character that no plausible suspicion of any misdeed could 
attach to him. If people say that digamy is visible to all and that a life of 
vice is not so obvious, what shall we say of the neophyte? A man can be 
elected a bishop even before being baptized, as happened to St Ambrose.”°5 
In fact, St Jerome tells us that in his day people apparently thought that be- 
ing a neophyte was the holiest of all states.” The purity of Ambrose's life 
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280 Lev 21:7, 13-14 

281 Augustine was faithful to his first mistress but, at his mother's insistence, put 
her away in order to be married; his bride being under age, however, he took 
another mistress in the meantime. The story is told in his Confessions 6.15.25. 
Cf Enchiridion CwE 66 103. 

282 1 Tim 3:4 

283 Cf Erasmus' satirical remarks on this subject in the colloquy Virgo uuóyagos 
(‘The Girl with No Interest in Marriage’) CWE 39 291. 

284 1 Tim 3:2 

285 Ambrose, the provincial governor, was elected bishop of Milan by the war- 
ting Catholics and Arians while still a catechumen; he was baptized and or- 
dained within a few days, and consecrated bishop on 7 December 374. Gratian 
Decretum pars 1 D 61 cc 8-11 discusses the precedent set by his elevation. 

286 See Ep 69 [83] (Ad Oceanum) PL 22 663, where Jerome points out ironically that 
there is nothing easier than for a neóphyte to enter holy orders: "Yesterday 
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before his baptism recommended him and removed any fear that this neo- 
phyte would be ‘swollen with pride and fall into the snares of the devil.’*°” 
In this case the Apostle's decree was relaxed; only in the case of the wife is 
it not relaxed. 

What are we to make of the manifest crimes committed by some priests 
and bishops? A man who has led his troops into battle many a time or who 
has openly and publicly admitted to murder is awarded a whole series of 
livings, and a man who ought to have been convicted and punished by the 
civil laws is welcomed to the office of bishop. If Paul's rule still applies 
and the mere suspicion of incontinence attaching to second marriage dis- 
qualifies a man from the priesthood, then surely appalling self-indulgence 
will disqualify him all the more. Similarly, if someone is prevented from 
becoming a bishop on the ground that he may possibly be guilty of an of- 
fence, notorious guilt should all the more certainly ensure a man's removal 
from office. Thus it is not really the Apostle's strict decree that removes 
the digamist from the priesthood, but (as not even the theologians deny) 
a human regulation. One might wish that Paul's rules be rigorously ob- 
served in every particular, but nowadays, although the reason for Paul's 
concern has disappeared, digamy remains as an impediment, applying even 
to a first marriage to a widow, or to a woman who is not a virgin, and 
even when the husband suspected nothing; whereas so many other rules 
are either ignored completely or relaxed, without difficulty, by the Roman 
pontiff's indulgence. 

If human authority has enough power to dissolve a contract of mar- 
riage, I wish that the self-same authority would take the trouble to rescind 
marriages cobbled together between virtual children by means of furtive 
copulation and the black arts, or else to order that the contracts be consid- 
ered null. I wish, moreover, that it would lay down clear rules governing the 
establishment of valid and lawful marriage contracts. This would be the way 
to help many thousands now struggling in the toils of disastrous marriages. 
Further, we know that certain rulings discussed earlier, for example on ex- 
tra degrees of consanguinity and on spiritual kinship, were established as a 
result of the great enthusiasm for chastity among the Christians of an earlier 
period; these could now be changed, in the light of present circumstances. 
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a catechumen, today a pope, yesterday in the amphitheatre, today in the 
church ...' Paul's prohibition on neophytes was confirmed .by the Council 
of Nicaea in 325, and the Novellae 6.1.2 debars uneducated or lay persons from 
the episcopate. 
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Human laws, like doctors' prescriptions, can be modified according to the 
needs of the patient. 

But this will of course be the prerogative of the church's leaders, once 
the spirit of Christ has inspired them with the will to act. I have merely 
been giving a few reminders, and if they seem unreasonable, then consider 
them unsaid. I cannot, of course, give orders to those whom the Lord has 
chosen to lead his flock, and I do not hold the church's rulings in contempt. 
If anything that I, in my simplicity, have said about them finds favour, I 
shall be delighted to have given some help in unravelling some of these 
questions of conscience. If none of it finds favour, my avowed commitment 
to charity and my concern for piety will obtain for me, if not praise, then at 
least pardon. At the very least my lengthy discussion of these matters will 
have made people aware of the problems surrounding marriage and make 
them more careful in embarking upon it. The precautions I have suggested 
so far not only can but must be taken, as far as is possible. 

None the less, finding a wife who is suitable — compliant, teachable, 
and eager to apply what she has learned — is not really in the suitor's power. 
We must beg God, the author and benefactor of every marriage, to bestow 
good fortune and success on our enterprise. This is obviously Solomon's 
advice: “A home and riches are passed on by your family, but a prudent wife 
is a special gift of God. ^9? Ambrose points out the particular slant given to 
this in the Greek version, which translates the idea in this way: "Parents pass 
on a house and resources to their children, but a wife is fitted to her husband 
by the Lord.^*?? A marriage cannot be successful unless harmony reigns in 
it, and harmony comes from similarity of temperament and character and 
from mutual good will. These are the main things that engender and foster 
concord. 

Paul used the same Greek verb, åpuóćw, in Corinthians: ‘I have “fitted” 
you to one wife.” Discord and misunderstanding make for a miserable 
yoke, not a marriage; a song without harmony sounds dreadful. Solomon 
once more: ^A man who finds a good woman finds a good thing, and will en- 
joy favour from the Lord."?' Here again, where our Latin version has bonum, 
a good thing, the Greek reads xápires, meaning ‘favours.’ The sense is much 
the same: the Latin implies by ‘good thing’ something outstandingly good, a 
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world of good things, as it were, while the Greek uses the plural to indicate 
the magnitude of your good fortune. If your own carelessness has saddled 
you with an unhappy marriage, admit your responsibility and try to bear 
with patience a misfortune that you have brought upon your own head. If 
it was not your fault, you must still accept it, since it was God’s will for rea- 
sons hidden from us. He knows better than you what is necessary for your 
salvation. If, however, you find peace and prosperity, do not ascribe it to 
your own foresight, but acknowledge that, as the wise Solomon tells us, this 
joy comes from the Lord; give him thanks as the true patron of the feast.?” 

Sirach confirms Solomon's words: ‘A good wife is the best gift; those 
who fear the Lord will be given this best of gifts for their good deeds.” 
Every good thing, as James testifies, flows from God; he distributes his 
gifts among us according to his inscrutable will. Ordinary people imagine 
that those who are born handsome, rich, or noble owe most to God; but 
what does Ecclesiasticus tell us? That the man who has been allotted a good 
wife has received the best of gifts. This gift is not casually bestowed on just 
anyone, but on those who fear God and have pleased him by their good 
deeds. Solomon also includes this among his proverbs: ‘The wise woman 
builds her house, the foolish woman pulls it down with her own hands.” 
Moreover Ecclesiastes, having reviewed everything under heaven, finds at 
the last ‘the woman who is more bitter than death.’ If a bad wife is so 
bitter a thing, think how great a gift of God is a good wife. 

What about those*”” who consult the stars to discover the luckiest day to 
marry or use magic to enrapture a young man or woman? If their marriage 
turns out badly, as it nearly always will, they will be unable to blame God. 
They will have to sue the stars for false pretences, and accuse the demons 
of misrepresentation — or rather themselves, since they chose to trust un- 
godly spirits instead of our most bountiful God, who enriches all who call 
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292 Erasmus uses auspex, literally, a ‘diviner,’ but also a protector and, more tech- 
nically, a witness to the marriage contract in ancient Rome, who might also be 
appointed to ensure that the ceremonies were properly performed; cf Cicero 
De divinatione 1.16.28. 

293 Ecclus 26:3 

294 Cf James 1:17. 
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297 In Latin ubi sunt?, ‘where are they?’, an echo of one of the most famous topoi 
(denoting ephemerality) of both classical and scriptural writing; cf E. Gilson 
‘De la Bible à Francois Villon’ in Les Idées et les lettres (2nd ed Paris 1955) 9-38; 
see CWE 66 145 n101 for further references and parallels. 
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on him. The ancients, though ignorant of true religion, had enough religious 
scruples to take the auspices on serious matters only by invoking some high 
deity in a religious ceremony: before going to war they would sacrifice to 
Mars, before sailing, to Neptune, before trading, to Mercury, and before 
marrying, to Juno and Venus.” Yet we Christians embark on matrimony as 
though it were a trifle, to be shrugged aside whenever the fancy takes us, 
although in fact lifelong happiness — or misery — depends on it. Shall we 
vow some gift to St Nicholas as we set off with our merchandise,*” and yet 
implore no heavenly aid as we embark on matrimony? Who better to grant 
us a successful marriage than the one who established marriage and made 
it holy? Shall we try to ward off ill health by prayer, but not a bad wife, 
more dreadful than death? Shall we pray to God for a good harvest but not 
for a happy marriage? 

Only Christians possess the sacraments of the church, outside which 
there is no true religion. The gentiles' religion was split into a thousand dif- 
ferent sects, and there were some races so barbarous that they barely knew 
any sort of deity at all; yet there was none so uncivilized and wild that it 
did not treat marriage with a certain religious awe. Aristotle, Xenophon, 
and Plutarch knew nothing of Christ, yet they wrote with more reverence 
and awe of marriage than of any other subject. The Peripatetic philoso- 
pher, though generally unmindful of God, speaks thus of marriage: ‘A well- 
intentioned wife must realize that her husband's authority will determine 
the rules by which she must live, rules imposed on her by God through 
union in matrimony and partnership.’ Who taught this unbeliever that mar- 
riages are made by God? A little later, he says again: "Therefore anyone who 
makes light of marriage appears to make light of the gods too. Thus, for the 
gods, before whom he sacrificed and married his wife ...' etc?" The man 
who denies that the world was created by God?” none the less admits that 
a marriage cannot be made without God. 
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298 These are the appropriate deities, since Mars was the god of war, Neptune 
that of the sea, and Mercury that of merchants (among many other attributes). 
On Juno and Venus, see 224 above. 

299 Best known as the prototype of Santa Claus, the fourth-century St Nicholas of 
Myra was, among other things, the patron saint of merchants. 

300 Pseudo-Aristotle Oeconomica 3.1 and 3.2. The third book of this suppositious 
text survives only in a medieval Latin version and is of uncertain date; it 
may well have been influenced by Christian views on marriage. Erasmus casts 
doubt on its authenticity in Ep 2434. 

301 A reference to Aristotle’s discussion of ‘becoming’ (eg De generatione Sy 
which Aquinas for one took to be a denial of a divine act of creation (Summa 
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What about Xenophon? When he has Socrates ask Ischomachus whether 
he had himself taught his wife how to run a successful household, the latter 
replied, ‘No, but I sacrificed to the gods, to all the gods, but especially to 
Zeus, praying they would permit me to teach her what things are best, and 
permit her to learn them.' He concludes that his wife's prayers had been 
similar, on the ground that 'she has shown herself docile and obedient to 
her husband's advice." Plutarch, too, describes the sacrifice that was cus- 
tomarily made to Juno as patroness of marriage." Again, Juvenal reveals 
that the marriage-bed itself was sacred to a guardian spirit, as he inveighs 
against adulterers: 


It is an old and well-established custom, Posthumus, 
To rattle on another's bed, 
And mock the genius of the sacred couch.^^* 


To all these, ignorant of true religion, marriage was a sacred thing; to us, 
adherents of the true religion, it is profane and trivial. 

If we find pagan examples unconvincing, we must surely consider the 
example of the patriarchs, set before us in the Holy Scriptures. How was 
Isaac joined to Rebecca??? By secret couplings? By sorcery or magic? No; 
he allowed his father to choose him a wife. Abraham assigned the mission, 
as the most important of all, to a servant of proved loyalty, and first bound 
him by a most sacred oath, so that in essence he was entrusting the matter to 
eternal God. These are his words: ‘The Lord of heaven and earth, who took 
me from my father's house and from the land of my birth, who spoke to me 
and swore to me, said, “I shall give this land to your seed.” He shall send his 
angel before you, and you shall take a wife for my son from there.’ Again, 
when the servant arrived at his destination, he prayed beside the well and 
begged the merciful God to bless the marriage. Then, when all his prayers 
had been answered, he fell down and worshipped God, thanking him for 
the favours that had brought about the desired result. Moreover, the girl 
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and the discussion of Aristotle in the colloquy Puerpera (‘The New Mother’) 
CWE 39 601-3. 

302 Xenophon Oeconomicus 7.7 

303 Plutarch Moralia 141E—r (Coniugalia praecepta) 

304 Juvenal Satires 6:21-2; the Roman marriage-bed was sometimes ornamented 
with the figure of the genius or tutelar deity of marriage in bronze. 

305 The story is told in Gen 24; the quotations below are verses 7 and 5o. 
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was not taken without her family's consent; they gave their daughter, full 
of hope for the future, and said, "The word has come from the Lord; we can 
say nothing to you except by his decree.’ 

This is the way, believe me, that happy marriages must begin. The 
son, unquestioning in his obedience, loves none but the bride given to him 
by God through his father; the faithful and devoted servant carries out his 
mission scrupulously, ever mindful of religion and duty, and reflecting the 
order of the entire household. The story does not say that Abraham con- 
sulted his son over the choice of his wife, nor was Rebecca asked whether 
she wanted this husband. Neither had seen the other, and yet there was be- 
tween them a strong and enduring love which made Isaac forget the grief 
his mother's death had caused him. No doubt, had it been necessary, he 
would have been ready to leave his mother and cling to his wife; now his 
mother's memory gave way, in some sense, to his love for his wife. There 
was no mention, on either side, of age, or beauty, or income; it was enough 
for his father- and mother-in-law that it was God's will. 

I have not told this story to suggest that I approve of forced marriages. 
I simply wanted a vivid example to demonstrate how far from the true form 
of Christian marriage are these immoral weddings arranged in secret, with- 
out the knowledge or consent of the families, under the auspices of lust and 
drink or by means of the black arts. Far too many Christian marriages come 
closer to the example of Shechem the Hivite, who, after abducting and de- 
filing Jacob's daughter Dinah, asked for her hand in marriage through his 
father Hamor and offered them anything they wanted. What was the out- 
come of this violent and unnatural marriage? After three days every male 
in the city was slaughtered and all their property seized as booty." The 
girl and the young man were in agreement, but their families were not. I 
once knew a young man of noble birth who landed from a ship by night and 
slipped into a certain castle; he then abducted a girl, along with her aged 
father, and carried her off to his lair — and all the courtiers thought this a 
very neat trick. That was how this drunkard, spendthrift, robber, and mad- 
man acquired a well-dowered wife of excellent character from an illustrious 
family, while she acquired perpetual torment and endless trial of her piety. 

Another example: did not the blessed Isaac pass on to his son Jacob the 
procedure for matchmaking he had learned from his own father? He spec- 
ifies the family from which the bride is to be chosen; Jacob raises no objec- 
tion and undertakes a long and dangerous pilgrimage. He never considers 
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violence, he never sets a trap for the girl, but, after his vision of angels, he 
worships the Lord and sets up the stone on which he lays his head to sleep 
- incidentally, what a commentary on the softness of our modern suitors, 
whose heads can scarce endure a pillow stuffed with goose feathers — and 
makes a vow to God. Thus fortified, he meets the girl, but does not speak 
to her of marriage in secret. He agrees with her father Laban to serve him 
seven years before marrying Rachel, and in the meantime he does not touch 
the girl he loves, though living in the same house and working in the same 
pastures. Finally, when Leah is fraudulently thrust upon him, he does not 
ask for a divorce, but, such is his love, he renews his agreement and ful- 
fils Leah's week; once more he shows such restraint that over all these years 
no opportunity to lie with her tempts him to enjoy his wife in some furtive 
coupling before the agreed date.*°” 

These days, very few Christians seem to celebrate their weddings with- 
out reversing the proper procedure and lying with their wives before the 
wedding and indeed, more often than not, before the betrothal. Some suit- 
ors are so overcome by lust that they will violently assault the poor girl, not 
merely taking her virginity but putting her very life in the utmost danger. 
Why are we Christians so surprised when such unions, undertaken without 
a thought for God, turn out so badly? 

Let me tell you the outcome of this marriage begun in holiness. Ja- 
cob had twelve sons, the chieftains of the tribes of Israel; he blessed them, 
gave them his commands, and then drew his feet up on to the bed and was 
gathered to his people Esau, however, refused the wife his father chose 
and, greedy for wealth and beauty, married three wives from the people 
of Canaan.?? The sons they bore him were the founders of the impious and 
accursed tribes that made constant war on Israel. Hence God's contrasting 
pronouncements on these contrasting brothers: ‘Jacob have I loved, but Esau 
have I hated.?'? A marriage entered into under God's protection will mean 
not merely that you will live a pleasant life beside your wife, but that your 
children will be dutiful and pleasing to God. That is why the Lord con- 
stantly forbade the Israelites to make mixed marriages with godless and 
profane tribes. 
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Another example: Tobias’ son?" led by an angel and guided by God, 
found a wife and married her with God as his sponsor and Raphael as his 
messenger. Her father gave the young man his daughter together with all 
his property, and said, "The God of Abraham and the God of Isaac and the 
God of Jacob be with you, and unite you, and pour his blessings upon you.' 
To guarantee the validity of the marriage, he sent for some paper and wrote 
out the contract; then the bride and bridegroom spent three days and nights 
in the same chamber, engaged in pious prayer and chaste conversation with 
God. Finally, on the fourth night they lay together, but with restraint and, 
as Raphael had taught them, in fear of the Lord, intending to satisfy their 
desire for children rather than their lust, so that a blessing might fall on their 
offspring. This is what the book says. Marriages with a happy future are 
those that God favours; their prospects are determined not by astrologers 
or silly prognostications, but by pious prayer. Let me tell you how well this 
marriage turned out: two grief-stricken families were filled with joy, the 
evil spirit was driven out and the bride freed from the curse; Tobias the 
father's eyes were opened and fervent thanksgiving filled the air. 

Was ever a marriage more blessed than that of the holy Virgin and 
Joseph? And did that depend on clandestine couplings? Of course not. 
Matthew tells us that she was betrothed, and, as Luke puts it, "The angel 
was sent to a virgin betrothed to a man whose name was Joseph, of the 
house of David.?'* By whom was she betrothed? By her parents, naturally, 
who had chosen for their young daughter a husband from the appropriate 
tribe, as the Law prescribed; the will of God was at work in her holy par- 
ents. The betrothed couple lived together beneath the same roof, perhaps 
even in the same bedchamber, and yet Mary's honour was entirely safe. The 
marriage-bed was devoted not to intercourse but to pious prayers. The bed- 
chamber became a temple where they made sacrifice to God, with a daily 
outpouring of reverent prayer; they were awaiting a message from on high 
and did not consider it proper to enter upon marital relations beforehand. 
The duty they owed to their parents brought them together, but their duty 
to God kept them from intercourse. 
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Nowadays, I see a great many worshippers of the Blessed Virgin, who 
sing her praises, deck her statues with votive offerings, and light candles 
to her; but where are those eager to follow her example (a form of worship 
much more acceptable to her)??? Why do people seek a happy marriage in 
the stars or in fortune-telling? It should be sought in examples like these. 
The Virgin's example was provided not for us to imitate in every detail but 
to follow as far as we are able. The story tells of a girl betrothed by her 
parents, and thus you should not expect your marriage to be happy if you 
come together, against your parents’ wishes or without their knowledge, in 
a furtive union consisting of words in the future tense and copulation in the 
present. If your parents are unable or unwilling to do their duty, there are 
always other relatives, there are men of experience, there are magistrates 
and bishops whose advice can help you make a successful match. 

The story tells of a couple living together but without physical contact. 
This is not expected of you, but this shining example should at least per- 
suade you that you marry a wife to beget children, not to slake your lust, and 
that marital relations should be infrequent and restrained. It was granted 
only to the Virgin to bear a child such as hers in that special way, but if you 
make every effort to follow this example of a marriage lawfully contracted 
and chastely conducted, you may hope for children who will be devoted 
to her son. She bore the Son of God without knowing a man; if you incul- 
cate true religion in your legitimate offspring, you too will have children of 
God, the joint heirs of Christ?'4 this will bring you joy in abundance. 

But we observe so many miserable marriages among Christians be- 
cause we fail to follow not only the saintly examples commended to us 
in the Scriptures but even those provided by the pagans, who disallowed 
certain kinds of marriage which we permit. Children should be given the 
right not to be forced into marriage against their will; parents should be 
given the power to prevent their children marrying without their consent. 
If the parents lack judgment or probity, in the present degenerate moral cli- 
mate, let a judge be appointed to give impartial advice to the children. We 
have magistrates to approve or rescind ordinary contracts and even officials 
who check the accuracy of wine-measures, but this vital contract is made by 
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and between the most frivolous people and in the absence of any reputable 
witnesses. 

Since much depends on the judgment of both sides, parents and chil- 
dren, it will be useful to examine the factors that may impair or improve 
our judgment. For we must not cease to exert ourselves simply because we 
must trust only to God for a successful outcome to all our striving. He has 
decreed that in all our acts two things should be combined: complete con- 
fidence in him, and a readiness to act, on our part, as far as lies within 
our power, or rather as far as lies within the measure of the gifts he has 
given us.?'^ He wishes us to depend on him not as an infant depends on 
its mother but as a general depends on his king. Our tasks must be per- 
formed actively and energetically, but within the limits he lays down; we 
must trust to him for the outcome, since everything remains beneath his 
almighty dominion. 

Thus the first thing to do, as I have said, is to pray to God for cor- 
rect and wise judgment. Next you must decide upon your aims, and this 
above all will determine whether your judgment will be sound or faulty. If 
in choosing a son- or daughter-in-law the principal consideration is beauty, 
youth, wealth, nobility, or political influence, you will usually end by ar- 
ranging an unfortunate match, not a happy one, since the chief source of 
happiness lies in an appropriate choice of partners, whose virtue and com- 
patibility will ensure lasting harmony. 

The Lord will provide the rest, and he will ensure that what is best for 
you will also prove most successful. Nothing done with God's approval can 
be called unsuccessful, whatever the outcome. All too often what the world 
calls the height of success is in fact utter disaster. I can understand why Pit- 
tacus' dictum ‘Marry an equal?"^ is so well known among scholars, since, as 
the proverb says, like attracts like, and they stick together.’ Equality is to 
be measured in terms not simply of wealth but of every kind of attribute. 
The proper order must not be reversed, as it usually is by ordinary people: 
"Money first, morals last!?'? In a proper account, the first entry in the ledger 
should be the good things of the mind, then those of the body, and finally 
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those called external"? Moreover, there is a hierarchy among the attributes 
of the mind; some do not infallibly make their owners virtuous. Willingness 
to learn, for example, or a good memory, scholarship, eloquence, ingenuity, 
promptness can all be perverted to immoral ends. But chastity, sobriety, self- 
restraint, moderation, truthfulness, prudence, reticence, honesty, and vigi- 
lance make their owners virtuous whenever they are present. If your part- 
ner seems inclined towards these qualities, it is a very hopeful sign that she 
can be moulded to your character, and an even more hopeful one if a natu- 
rally virtuous disposition is reinforced by a sound upbringing. You should 
use a similar process to judge of her faults. 

Now there are some moral attributes that are, as they say, written on 
the forehead"? such as modesty, chastity, kindness, and self-restraint, but 
speech still gives the most reliable indication of character. ‘Speak, young 
man,’ said Socrates, ‘that I may see you." The philosopher's eyes are in 
his ears, not in his face. Many people think it enough to have seen the girl 
whose hand they seek, but if they really want to see her, they should talk to 
her. To avoid disappointment, careful enquiries must be made as to how and 
by whom she was brought up. It is important, of course, to be well born, but 
much more important to be properly brought up.?^ It is not at all uncom- 
mon to see young men and women of excellent family, endowed with re- 
markable natural abilities, deteriorate, if their upbringing is neglected, until 
they seem worse than by-blows and foundlings. By contrast, some bastards, 
given a liberal upbringing by virtuous tutors, surpass legitimate children in 
the probity of their character. 

Here again, it is important to look not only for natural abilities, but 
also for a temperament that will make for a harmonious union; too close a 
resemblance is not always a good thing. If the young man is rather lethargic 
by nature, he will need a bride with a more active disposition; if the hus- 
band is inclined to extravagance, he will need a thrifty wife who is better at 
looking after the pennies. If he is a hot-tempered young man, he will be best 
suited by a more restrained wife, who will know the time to give in and 
obey. Since such temperamental differences are to be found even in the best 
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natures, a marriage may be none too happy unless appropriate provision is 
made for them. 

However, the most important of all the mora] qualities to be observed 
in a partner are the amount of their respect for their parents and the extent 
of their devotion to God. If they have learned this respect and devotion, 
they can acquire all the other virtues. But you must take care not to marry 
someone who is superstitious rather than pious; if true piety implies an 
agreeable flexibility, superstition means a harsh inflexibility, and it tends 
to infect women more often than men. Of course, there are some trifling 
superstitions that a husband may as well tolerate until his wife knows better. 
Paul allows a Christian wife to remain with a husband who has not yet 
chosen to confess Christ, so long as he does not object violently to a partner 
of a different religion; but he does not allow a woman to marry unless the 
man is a Christian.” Tertullian says that Christians took little notice of 
this,>** and these days it seems advisable that a husband should bear with 
his wife, or a wife with her husband, since perhaps the one can correct the 
other should they disagree somewhat on those doctrinal questions which are 
today a subject of controversy throughout the world. This does not apply if 
impiety has driven one of them so mad as to deny Christ entirely, along with 
the Holy Scriptures and the Apostles’ Creed, which is manifest apostasy. It 
would be imprudent to make a match if one of the partners were a zealous 
adherent of some reprobate sect. The Apostle teaches that mixed marriages 
must be upheld if they were contracted through no fault of our own, but 
that they must not be contracted in other circumstances. 

It is up to the individual to decide whether it is more advisable to marry 
an untutored virgin or a widow with experience. I know that some people 
concur with what appears to be the opinion of Xenophon’s Ischomachus>> 
that it is better to marry an inexperienced girl who brings the bridegroom 
nothing from her parents' home except chastity, modesty, and a willingness 
to be guided in all things. Differences of temperament mean that there can 
be no single educational method and that the same education will not suit 
everyone; it is not uncommon to see two entirely virtuous individuals who 
would be completely unsuited to lifelong companionship. Thus a man who 
chooses a well-favoured but untutored bride will try, if he is a good crafts- 
man, to fashion himself a wife to suit his own temper, and will succeed, 
with God's aid, so long as his own character reflects the moral code. Con- 
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versely, a man who wants to escape the drudgery of educating her, which 
is a long and not always successful job, may prefer a widow who is already 
broken in and formed. It is not a bad idea, so long as he takes into account 
her behaviour towards her previous husband and what means and methods 
he used to instruct her. You may be fairly sure that she will be compliant 
and docile towards you if she showed herself obedient to her dead husband. 

The point here is less that your wife should be your equal than that she 
should suit you. Pittacus’ dictum? includes both: rijv xarà cavróv, meaning 
‘fitting for you.’ Sometimes things fit together which are not alike or even 
similar. However, it would be the height of folly if, in order to demonstrate 
your forbearance, you deliberately took a shrewish wife into your home, as 
we read that Socrates did. His friends were astounded that he put up with 
his two peevish and unmanageable wives, but he replied, in his ironical way, 
that he was learning tolerance at home so that he could use it abroad.??7 That 
may not have been the real reason, yet it is extraordinary that a philosopher 
did not either choose more docile wives or else instruct them as he ought. 
Maybe he took more thought for the state than for his domestic affairs. 

Now I will admit that sometimes the state's business should take prior- 
ity over domestic matters, but none the less a wife, children, and a household 
do demand special attention from any good husband. In fact, if everyone 
were to neglect his family, the state, whose stability depends on families, 
could not survive. A good husband or a virtuous wife will have enough 
to do in coming to terms with things in his or her partner which cannot 
be changed or improved; it would be madness to go looking for trouble. 
Even if we have taken every precaution, the vicissitudes of human exis- 
tence, always tending towards the worst, bring us troubles enough; there is 
no need whatever to go running after them. 

Just as only a craftsman can properly judge his craft, so only a vir- 
tuous man — and a man of experience too — can properly judge questions 
of virtue. Anyone who wants to choose himself a virtuous wife must first 
make himself virtuous. On this point the advice of older relatives and of 
parents will be more than valuable, not only because young men and women 
are usually led astray by love, which is, as they say, a blind judge,” but 
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also because people of more mature years, with all their experience, weigh 
things up more carefully than young people, who are guided more by de- 
sire than by reason. Their inexperience, as a laudable ancient maxim??? has 
it, makes them over-confident — and scorn for danger will bring the danger 
closer. 

Love often mistakes the worst things for the best, as Theocritus 
wrote; it deceives itself and will see a suitor's violence and arrogance 
as strength, his extravagance as generosity, and use a euphemism, such as 
gynaecophilia??' to describe his unbridled lust. Similarly, love will call a 
girl's loose chatter polite conversation and will claim that the lewdness of 
her looks, walk, and gestures merely shows that she is friendly. Some people 
think that good behaviour is merely a matter of making the right gestures. 
If a girl has learned, let us say, to be forever curtseying, joining her hands, 
and pursing her lips in a prim smile, if she will touch as little food and 
drink as possible at a party (having stuffed herself in private beforehand), 
not stick out her left hand when it should be the right, touch food only with 
her fingertips, not show her teeth when laughing; if she has mastered such 
trifles as these they think she has learned enough to earn a husband. But 
on the contrary virtue should have been so deeply inculcated in her that 
it shines out candidly from her brow, her eyes, her face and in her every 
movement, in the same way that physical fitness is revealed unconsciously 
in the healthy glow and alertness of someone's body. 

In reaching the right decision, a not unimportant role will be played 
by the girl's reputation. Of course, hearsay is often wrong, 'as often the 
bearer of lies and slander as the herald of truth.?? But Hesiod was not 
unjustified in saying, "What popular report noises abroad / Is not always 
without foundation.?? A bad reputation, however undeserved, can bar a 
man from the priesthood, and similarly anyone wishing his marriage to be 
successful in every respect must take care to choose a partner about whom 
even rumour fears to lie. Gaius Caesar repudiated his wife on suspicion 
of adultery, even though, when called as a witness, he said that he did not 
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think her guilty; but Caesar's wife must be not only innocent of any crime 
but also above any suspicion of crime?! 

If he was right, how much more justifiably will a young man refrain 
from marrying a girl who, though innocent, is the subject of widespread 
rumours. If a husband repudiates his wife, he stains her reputation for ever; 
if a suitor withdraws from his engagement, it appears merely that he has 
not gone through with it, and the girl retains the right to marry another. 
Olympias was right to criticize a young man who had married a girl of great 
beauty but unsavoury reputation: ‘This idiot,’ she said, ‘has married with his 
eyes but not his ears.” So long as you marry with your ears and eyes open, 
there will be no danger, if your ears and eyes are like the philosophers’ — 
ears in the eyes and eyes in the ears. The eye that sees only physical beauty 
and charms that are skin deep is no philosopher's eye. The philosopher's 
eye sees through the flesh the beauties of the soul and prefers to bestow its 
love on them. A blushing cheek, a shy glance, an expression, an attitude — 
all speak volumes to the wise man. She may keep silence but her voice will 
be heard by any observer who has ears in his eyes, though in fact eyes in 
the ears are a surer judge than ears in the eyes. 

Another point to be considered in choosing a husband or wife is 
whether they have learned or practised some skill. If their means are slen- 
der, knowing a craft is essential; even if they are comfortably off, possess- 
ing a skill will have two advantages. First, should some mischance suddenly 
deprive them of their substance (and such possessions are particularly vul- 
nerable to fortune's whims), they will have some means of escaping poverty 
without resorting to crime. Not only will skill fill your hand, in any land, 
as the proverb says," but it will fill any position in life; or, put a better 
way, skill will support any position in life. Second, it will leave less room 
for idleness, so often the ruin of morality. Solon is said to have made a 
law providing that a son whose parents had taught him no skill was not 
obliged to support them when they were stricken with age or reduced to 
poverty;?? and yet the oldest of laws, written in the hearts of every people, 
is that if children are reluctant to repay their parents at least to the extent 
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that the stork's chicks do??? they should be treated like faithless traitors 
and put into irons. Yet Solon judged parents unworthy of this aid if they 
had neglected to provide their children with the.means to support them- 
selves. It does seem rather shameless to demand that others do their duty 
when you have failed in your duty to them, and it seems unjust to want 
to reap where you did not sow at the proper time.??? If children who were 
neglected when young by their parents managed later to make themselves 
rich by their own efforts, the legislator did not prohibit them from show- 
ing compassion, but he did free them from any obligation to help. His aim 
was to encourage parents to teach youngsters a useful skill, which would 
also help them to avoid temptation at an age when inexperience makes them 
prone to idleness and lust and, as the poet said, like wax in the hands of 
evil.^*? 

There are of course differences between the arts; the main division is 
into liberal and mechanical arts.?*' The liberal arts, which include rhetoric, 
arithmetic, geography, and the study of law, require intellectual discern- 
ment above all. The mechanical arts, such as architecture, involve practical 
skills. Some, such as sculpture, painting, and medicine, lie between the two, 
although practical skill is only a small part of these, and the intellectual side 
is the more important. The most reliable protection against poverty is the 
art of medicine (the opposite of the science of ^mendicity'!).?^ Next best 
is jurisprudence, cousin to politics. Grammar feeds quite a few, but does 
no more than feed them; it includes poetry and, as things are at present, 
rhetoric. Married men are banned from the temples of theology, the result 
less of papal proscription than of a theologians' conspiracy. 

Among the political arts the more reputable, or at any rate the less 
violent, are those practised in peacetime, such as oratory and jurispru- 
dence, rather than those used in war. Not that military skill, the ability 
to protect the lives and property of your countrymen against enemy at- 
tack, is not admirable, but nowadays an ancient custom has taken root, so 
that most wars are waged by cruel and barbaric soldiers who fight for 
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money, like the Carians.*# In fact, so perverse is the human mind that 
many girls think they have made a splendid match if they marry one of 
these Carian mercenaries whose only motive is profit, a butcher for hire 
who will abandon his wife and children at the first sniff of a war. Yet 
women think it heroic to be united to a man who is defiled by sacrilege, 
pillage, carnage, rape, and other wickedness; they even expect a reward 
from heaven for putting up with such husbands, if they cannot change their 
ways. If I had my way, no girl would ever marry such a man if anyone 
else, however humble, were available, so long as he knew some harmless 
trade. 

As for the arts that are both healthy and profitable, the ancients all 
agreed in awarding the prize to agriculture; in days gone by it was an hon- 
ourable calling even for mighty kings and aristocratic senators, but now it 
is turned over to the lowest members of society, who do all the work while 
their idle masters reap all the rewards. We have sunk so low that nowadays 
a girl married to a farmer is considered beneath contempt. But if physical 
fitness, which must surely be considered one of our greatest assets in life, is 
our aim, there is no healthier life than this; if it is thrift, no one lives more 
economically; if it is profit, there is no more harmless way to earn money; if 
— and this is the most important consideration — our aim is to live an upright 
life, nowhere is there less temptation. 

However, I am not here to sing the praises of the country life! It has 
already been done very gracefully by many eloquent writers, especially by 
Xenophon in Greek and Virgil in Latin.^^* But wise men should not succumb 
to popular error and rate something that is intrinsically superior lower than 
things that are inferior to it; they should instead take it up and restore it to 
a place of honour by their laudable example. Even those whose civic duties 
prevent them from living in the country permanently could none the less 
become amphibians, as it were, and divide their time between the two. For 
example, they can make for the country whenever they have time to spare 
from their urban occupations, and the more often they do so, the better 
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the yield from their farms. Moreover, they themselves will return fitter and 
keener to their civic duties and, by alternating between them, will never 
grow tired of either country or town. Meanwhile their wives can stay at 
home to store and distribute what their husbands have had brought in from 
the fields. 

This way of life is so much happier and healthier — and safer — than 
the commercial business in which so many are engaged these days, which 
takes a man far from his family for much of the year, compelling him to 
flit over mountains and seas and roads infested with brigands, in danger 
of losing his life as well as all his goods. These men's wives are little more 
than widows; their minds are never free from anxiety and fear for their 
husbands or their goods, and usually for both! All may be well in fact, but 
they are terrorized by the slightest rumour and often by nightmares. It is 
safer — and also harmless to others — to ‘do business’ with your trusty farm, 
which returns with interest whatever it receives. This is a respectable kind 
of usury, and the greater the effort you put in, the larger the return; should 
one harvest disappoint your hopes, the next will make good the loss. Not 
only does the land take the farmer and return him safe, but if he arrives a 
little under the weather, it sends him back fighting fit. 

This business knows nothing of deceit, whereas normal commerce can 
barely survive without trickery; only the slippery and the sly find easy pick- 
ings there. For a Christian dishonest profit is no profit but a loss; no Chris- 
tian can be happy with something that gnaws away at his conscience. As 
Solomon teaches, 'Better a dry crust and joy than a house full of feasting 
and strife.4° With a guilty conscience, you will always be at odds with 
yourself; you cannot escape, wherever you turn. Solomon again: ‘Better a 
pittance honestly earned than great gains ill gotten.?*7 The psalmist agrees: 
"Better the little the righteous has than the riches of the wicked.?*? However 
small your substance, with God you possess a great treasure; without God, 
a guilty conscience will make everything seem tawdry and shallow. "The 
possessor must be healthy in body and mind,’ says the poet? but for the 
wicked that part of them is sick which, when it is well, can turn misfortune 
into joy. 
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What is more, ill-gotten gains usually disappear the same way; as the 
character in Plautus said, ‘Evil come, evil go! How often do we see great 
riches, painstakingly acquired by usury, monopoly, and other dirty tricks, 
destroyed in a moment by fire or storm, or confiscated by princes, who cun- 
ningly sell a monopoly, let the buyer soak up cash like a sponge, and then, 
at the right moment, squeeze him dry. I need hardly mention charlatans and 
hucksters, like those who make their money from paste jewellery or pinch- 
beck gold, or trick the gullible with alchemy or bogus magic, or those who 
cater for our lower appetites, such as confectioners, pastrycooks, and pimps, 
or flute-players and rope-dancers. What about card-sharps and gamblers? 
Some people make their living that way. Any girl who knowingly marries 
one of these deserves to suffer, as an accessory to evil. If she says, ‘I cannot 
be a spinster all my life, and no one else was available, I can promise her 
more happiness if she marries the meanest cobbler than one of these fine 
‘craftsmen.’ 

But enough of these male professions! A girl whose parents have taught 
her to manage a household has acquired a skill that is by no means to be 
disdained. She will never find any shortage of jobs to do in the home, and 
will get enough exercise to keep her healthy if she visits the various parts of 
the house regularly — the kitchen, the men’s and women’s quarters, the bed- 
room, the attics — and either does the housework herself or tells others what 
needs to be done. Spindle and distaff are indeed the ideal female instru- 
ments for discouraging idleness, which is bad for anyone but particularly 
harmful to young people and women. Some men deal with important busi- 
ness by mental activity alone; unless a girl is given something to occupy her 
mind, her thoughts turn inevitably towards evil. 

Families who will not let their daughters learn a trade because of their 
status and position in society or because they are already well off are none 
the less quite right to instruct them in tapestry-work, silk-weaving, or play- 
ing an instrument, to enable them to cheat boredom; they would do even 
better to have them instructed in the humanities. Weaving, for example, is 
an occupation that leaves the mind free to listen to young men’s chatter and 
to reply to their banter, but a girl intent on her books has no thought for any- 
thing else. What is more, once she begins to enjoy study, it will sharpen and 
stimulate her mind more than any other occupation; others may discour- 
age idleness, but study has the advantage that the more you do the greater 
the pleasure you obtain, and it will keep you occupied even into old age. 
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Finally, reading good books not only forestalls idleness but also fills girls' 
minds with the best of principles and inculcates virtue. 

Telemachus sends Penelope back to her spindle and distaff for a while, 
and we learn that she was also skilled in tapestry-weaving;?^"' in fact the po- 
ets make nearly all their heroines adept in this sort of work. So where does 
that leave parents who believe that their children are letting them down 
if they learn any skill but dancing, feasting, and swapping silly stories? 
Cyrus, the mighty king of the Persians, boasted to Lysander that with his 
own hands he had planted rows of trees in oblique lines so that the regu- 
larity of the angles and the placing of the promenades between them made 
every prospect a delight to the eye.?^ At Rome the ruling classes thought 
so highly of agriculture that distinguished figures such as Cato and Varro 
were by no means averse to publishing detailed instructional books on the 
subject.’ Nowadays, however, even the common people, if they have just 
enough money to get by without engaging in manual labour, will not al- 
low their children to learn this harmless trade, but bring them up to enjoy 
idleness and sensual pleasures, thinking it better to be known as a skilled 
gambler than a skilled farmer. i 

To sum up: in judging your bride's moral qualities, the first thing 
is that you should know what you are talking about. Generally speaking, 
someone who is himself virtuous will recognize and appreciate virtue. In 
this area, as I have said, the assessment of parents or elders will be more re- 
liable than the children's; it is better to trust them, since they have learned 
from their own and others' misfortunes what to look for and what to avoid, 
rather than to give youthful inexperience the chance to learn wisdom from 
its own mistakes. Second, reasoned advice must prevail over mere whim; 
here again, it is preferable that children should defer to their parents’ judg- 
ment, as the latter are beyond the reach of Cupid’s darts, which all too often 
afflict the young. Third, moral qualities themselves must be sifted: some are 
better than others, but the greatest of all is piety. There are some that do 
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351 See Homer Odyssey 1.356-9; Ulysses’ son Telemachus excluded his mother 
from a discussion with the suitors because she had wept at a minstrel's song 
about the Trojan war. Penelope's skill in weaving was proverbial (Adagia 1 iv 
42) because she used it as a device to postpone choosing a new husband. 

352 Xenophon Oeconomicus 4.20-4. The technical term for the arrangement is quin- 
cunx, the shape of the five spots on a die. 

353 Cato the Censor (d c 150 BC) rose to all the honours of the state, but also left a 
treatise on agriculture, De re rustica; Varro, who died in 28 Bc, was a lieutenant 
of Pompey and reputedly the author of five hundred treatises, of which only 
two, including the Res rustica, survive. 


INSTITUTION OF CHRISTIAN MATRIMONY LB V 664A 321 


not immediately make their possessor virtuous: a good weaver is not nec- 
essarily a good woman, and a good lawyer can be a bad man. Fourth, you 
should look not just for attractive qualities, but for appropriate ones. Al- 
though to a Christian nothing will appear suitable unless it is also good, 
yet even some attractive quality will not always suit everyone. Compatibil- 
ity is so important that sometimes people who are dissimilar, but right for 
one another, will live in greater harmony than those who are more alike, de- 
spite the very proper saying that similarity breeds good will;?^* not every- 
one, after all, likes the same things, and in fact the variety of people's tastes 
is astonishing. Fifth, in examining her moral qualities, you must rely less 
on your eyes than your ears and, in order to appraise the girl's character 
and temperament, use every scrap of information: about her family, since 
normally virtue breeds virtue; about her upbringing, even more important 
than her family; about her earlier life and her reputation, which her fam- 
ily should guard as jealously as her virginity, since their main concern must 
be to hand her unsullied to her husband; even if her body is untouched, 
she will not be unsullied if her reputation is besmirched. Such considera- 
tions will enable you to see your future much more clearly than any flight of 
birds or sacred chickens gobbling corn;?? clear thinking is the best prophet. 

Now although I would want you to investigate all this very thoroughly, 
I would expect you still to show consideration for other people's honour and 
reputation, especially those of young girls. For some suitors, seeing that 
someone else is preferred to them, invent and spread damaging rumours 
about the girl; they cannot have her, so they would rather appear contemptu- 
ous of her than rejected by her. Would it not be more in keeping with Chris- 
tian charity to dissemble, and conceal anything untoward that you might 
find out about the way of life or character of a marriageable girl? It is no 
disgrace for a young man to go looking for a partner, but a girl cannot, and 
it does no great harm to his reputation if he fails, since she cannot marry 
more than one suitor. 

For this reason, whenever a girl has several suitors it would be better 
to leave the choice to her parents and thus reduce the chances of ill feeling 
against her. If, on closer acquaintance, the girl fails to please the suitor, it will 
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354 Cf Adagia 1 ii 20-1, two proverbs meaning ‘like attracts like.’ 

355 Erasmus uses two technical expressions, praepetes aves, birds whose species, 
number, and path of flight were regarded as prophetic, and tripudiunt solisti- 
mum, the most favourable omen given by the sacred chickens, devouring their 
feed so greedily that it dropped from their beaks; cf Cicero De divinatione 
1.15.28 and 2.34.72. 
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not be hard to invent some reason why he should not go through with the 
wedding. A customer who disparages the jewels for sale in front of everyone 
else is considered most uncouth: if the price is right, why disparage them? 
If not, it costs nothing to keep silent. But it is much more churlish to invent 
slurs upon the reputation of a girl you cannot have, simply to prevent her 
marrying another. A good way to avoid this would be for the parents to 
exclude other people from these negotiations and conduct them in private; 
if something goes wrong, there will be less scope for backbiting and ill will, 
and the quest will be more likely to succeed than if the news gets out and 
produces a crowd of rivals. 

Now someone will ask, ‘Since there is always a great shortage of good 
people, what is to become of all the bad ones, if the good are allowed 
to marry only one another?’ Why, let the punishment fit the crime, and 
those who sinned outside marriage repent within it. Surely those who have 
wickedly enticed innocent girls to fornicate with them should be urged by 
all honest citizens to marry those they have defiled, or at the very least be 
compelled by law to find them a husband and provide a dowry. Why are 
Christian laws so reluctant to do this? Because fornication is a daily sport 
among the great men whose opinions make and unmake our laws. But di- 
vine law will continue to press for it, and that should carry more weight, 
with Christians at least, than human laws. 

I feel that I have said enough about choosing a wife according to her 
moral qualities; now I must deal briefly with physical qualities, though I shall 
not enter a debate with the Stoics and Peripatetics over whether they should 
be called ‘good’ or merely 'useful.??7 On this subject, ordinary people's 
judgment is nearly always topsy-turvy; they prize youth and beauty above 
all else, but where these alone are the motives for love there can be no last- 
ing affection. The flower of youth is fleeting and beauty fades, not only 
with the passing of the years but from many another cause; affection also 
must perish if its source dries up. Thus if we wish friendship to last it must 
be based on things that are not exposed to the buffets of fortune or with- 
ered by age. Listen, Christian suitor, to a wise man’s counsel: ‘Charm is 
a delusion and beauty vain,' he says. 'It is a God-fearing woman who is 
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356 A free translation of the proverb similes labra lactucae, ‘like lips, like lettuce' 
(Adagia 1 x 71) 

357 Aristotle (eg in Politics 7.1) numbered physical qualities among the 'good 
things' (bona), but the Stoics, with their characteristic contempt for the body, 
considered physical attributes mere commoda, ‘useful or serviceable things’; 
see eg Seneca Epistulae morales 74.17 and 87.29 and 36. 
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honoured.” The flower of youth enraptures you; you cherish a rose that 
is soon to fade; beware! ‘Charm is a delusion.’ You marvel at her looks, 
but hear this: ‘Beauty is vain.” Why vain? because it shines but for a mo- 
ment. Why vain? because too often it misleads: it is deceit, not beauty, that 
conceals an ugly soul beneath a beauteous skin. Why then do your eyes 
dwell on her outward form? View her with philosophers' eyes and see the 
beauties of her soul. These alone will suffice to engender constant affection, 
but if her body too is fair, like a jewel set in gold, then 'the gifts of the 
gods are not to be rejected,’ as Homer puts it^? so long as your priorities 
are right. 

Turn your eyes, therefore, upon those beauties compared to which the 
others are but pretence and lies. Where are they to be found? Look, the wise 
man points them out in the verse I have just quoted: 'It is a God-fearing 
woman who is honoured.' Here is the flower of the soul, the everlasting hu- 
man beauties truly to be prized: piety and respect for God. A soul that fears 
God will not transgress against his decree and thus will have neither wrin- 
kle nor stain.?^* What use is an unblemished skin if your soul is stained and 
spotted all over with sin? Isaiah cries, 'All flesh is grass and all mankind's 
glory is like the flower of the field; the grass withers and the flower falls, but 
the word of the Lord endures for ever." The prophet is told to shout these 
words, not speak them, presumably because people turn deaf ears to them. 
If all material things are like the flowers and the grass, how much more is 
it true of youth and beauty? But here is a different kind of beauty, which 
remains springlike even into ripe old age: ‘The word of the Lord endures 
for ever.’ Where the word of the Lord flourishes, the unfailing beauty of 
honour will start a friendship that will never die. 

However, since matrimony is a union of body and soul, some thought 
must be given even to physical suitability, to ensure that here too some 
equality or similarity exists. A philosophical nature will ignore completely 
outward appearance, however unfortunate, provided that intellectual and 
moral gifts compensate for these shortcomings. We see deep marital affec- 
tion continuing to flourish between decrepit old folk, though not a trace 
remains of their former good looks. Should not reason produce the same 
effect in a wise man that habit has produced in these others? Someone 
who marries only to beget children or curb his lust will find his wife quite 
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acceptable simply because she is a woman; someone who is not philoso- 
pher enough to be content with moral qualities should choose a girl of 
only moderate looks, such as might be called regular or wifely, neither 
so loathsome as to put him off nor yet so charming as to attract adulter- 
ers or ugly gossip. But if he should happen to find a girl of outstanding 
beauty, ideal character, perfect thriftiness, and simple demeanour, he can 
easily avoid or reduce these dangers: the jewel of beauty is nowhere safer 
than at home, and no place is more appropriate for a virtuous wife to live. 
Sarah was in danger, but only on the journey; Dinah was defiled, but only 
among strangers. God preserved Sarah's chastity because she accompa- 
nied her husband on a pilgrimage ordained by God; Dinah was raped be- 
cause, against her father's orders, she wandered through a foreign city, to 
see and to be seen. 

It is not at all easy to lay down precise rules about the age of your 
chosen bride. If you are looking for an untutored girl whom you can bend 
to your own ways, a girl of tender years is best, when she is at her most 
adaptable. If you prefer a woman whose character is already formed, you 
will choose a woman of more mature years, into her thirties perhaps, not 
yet showing her age and still quite capable of bearing children. Aristotle 
suggests, in the Politics, that the bride should be eighteen and the groom 
thirty-seven.?9? If people get married younger, he says, their children may 
lack respect for them because of the closeness of their ages; if they are older, 
the parents may die too soon to make the most of their children. He recom- 
mendis the ages I have quoted for three reasons: first, because there is a rea- 
sonable age difference between parents and children; second, because both 
male and female are physically mature at that age; third, because partners 
of this age would cease to be fertile at roughly the same time, the woman 
at around fifty, the man at around seventy. Generally speaking this is true, 
although many people produce children later, just as quite a few stop do- 
ing so earlier; in this respect it is not so much years that count as the state 
of the body. There are some temperaments (the doctors’ word is crases)>** so 
unfortunate that they grow old before reaching the prime of life, let alone 
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362 See Gen 20 and 34. 

363 Aristotle Politics 7.16.3-10 (1334b39-1335a35). He acknowledged, however 
(Historia animalium 4.6 and 5.14), that boys of fourteen and girls of twelve 
were biologically capable of reproduction. These were the minimum ages al- 
lowed for marriage by both civil and canon law (Codex 5.4.24 and Aquinas 
Supplementum q 43 art 2). à 

364 A technical term for bodily temperature, which was supposed to have a de- 
termining effect on both physical and mental processes 
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old age. However, it must be the parents' concern to ensure that no couple 
is married unless their bodies are fully grown and they have both reached 
puberty; this will prevent not only premature intercourse, which may in- 
jure or even destroy a body that is still delicate, but also the possible birth 
of weak and unhealthy children, caused by semen that is still too watery 
and less mature than is necessary. 

None the less, there are a number of reasons for not waiting as long as 
the doctors and the philosophers may rule. Paul did not presume to spec- 
ify any particular age: ‘If he cannot contain,’ he says, ‘let him marry whom 
he wishes.’ However, to prevent precocious young people giving way to 
their lust, much importance must be attached to careful upbringing, parental 
discipline, a healthy diet, constant occupation of their time, virtuous com- 
pany, and instruction in the gospel teaching. If children are brought up by 
over-indulgent or, rather, neglectful parents in idleness and luxury, frolick- 
ing with other youngsters or servants who are dissipated, idle, and wanton, 
playing stupid games and telling filthy stories, it cannot be surprising or 
unexpected if they are overwhelmed by lust long before they reach adult- 
hood. If warnings and other curbs on immorality are no use, it is safer to al- 
low them to marry, lest worse befall. Jerome recounts with amazement that 
Solomon had a son while still a boy, and that a nurse was made pregnant 
by a mere boy with whom she was sleeping. These days it is not a rare 
occurrence, especially in France, for a girl barely ten years old to be a wife 
and to become a mother in her eleventh year. However, such monstrous 
precedents should not be called into play; instead, every possible practical 
remedy should be tried to restrain the wantonness of youth, an age that is 
more concerned with pleasure than with health; but they must be persuaded 
rather than bullied into exercising self-control. 

Something else that seems monstrous, but none the less sometimes oc- 
curs, especially in Britain and Italy, is that a very young girl is married to 
a septuagenarian. If such a marriage turns out well, the spouses must have 
made a great sacrifice to Venus, as they say. Still more absurd - but I have 
seen it happen — is a woman of sixty-six marrying a youth of barely twenty 
summers. However old he is, a man can make a young woman pregnant, 
but an old woman cannot be made a mother by a young man. There is an 
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ugly side to both cases: the aged husband appears to be sleeping with his 
daughter, not his wife, and the aged bride appears to have married her son, 
not a husband. If the love of money inspires such marriages, it is disgust- 
ing; if it is lust - even more disgusting! Yet the church’s laws do not dissolve 
such marriages, though they are the butt of jokes and witticisms among the 
people. 

None the less, some people oppose marriages between two people in 
the flower of their years, claiming that the heat of sexual ardour will be 
cooled if a young girl is joined to an older husband: it seems unnatural for 
the bride to be older than her husband, for if a man marries an older woman 
he will have to live like a bachelor for much of the marriage. But even this 
kind of marriage can be defended with reference either to incontinence (in- 
temperance is so unseemly in an old person) or to the fact that they will be 
able to do things for one another (harmony is valuable at any age). 

Ancient wisdom gives pride of place among physical qualities to good 
health? and the second place to beauty. Thus the most discerning judges 
will observe first of all how healthy, active, and temperate their partner's 
body is, whatever their age. A woman married to an invalid has taken on an 
old man; a man married to a sickly wife has taken on an old woman. Some 
illnesses, such as fevers and colds, do not last long, and sometimes even 
leave the body stronger afterwards; others, such as gout, dropsy, epilepsy, 
apoplexy, or paralysis, never leave their victims entirely. Some conditions 
are more distressing than any ordinary illness, such as leprosy or what is 
commonly called the Neapolitan pox,” probably worse than any leprosy. 
There are also diseases of the mind, frenzy, derangement, lethargy. Other 
things cannot be called diseases, but debilities or handicaps, such as blind- 
ness, lameness, mutilated or missing limbs (a squint is more damaging to 
the appearance than to the health). There are also minor defects that are 
none the less annoying in a partner, such as foul breath, a bad stammer, or 
partial deafness, but none of these is so terrible as to be intolerable in mar- 
riage, and if they appear after the wedding, both partners must accept them 
as their destiny, since no mortal can know what the future will bring. It is 
only right that a husband should tolerate in his wife something that, had 
the powers above so willed it, she might have had to tolerate in him. 

However, I am still staggered by the folly of some parents, who will 
hand over a pure and healthy virgin to a husband riddled with the new 
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leprosy.?" This pox differs from leprosy only in that it causes worse pain 
and greater danger to life, and is easier to catch. Shall an innocent virgin 
be joined to a walking corpse? If the girl had killed her father, I ask you, 
could anyone have devised a worse punishment? Does health not enter into 
the equation, when her age is reckoned, her looks inspected, her dowry 
counted? Has anyone ever deliberately married a daughter to a leper? What 
matter that the disease is not called leprosy, when it is more horrible than 
leprosy? What affection can a wife feel for a husband who hangs such a gar- 
land round her neck at the very start of their marriage? What respect will 
children feel for parents who have given them a life more loathsome than 
death? Again, since princes and their officials are supposed to take thought 
for everything that affects our health and well-being, I am truly astonished 
that they have ignored this plague for years and allowed it to spread far 
and wide, especially since in Holy Writ we are commanded to banish lepers 
and shown how to do it." 

Perhaps this disease is being treated lightly because it is thought 
to have originated with the aristocracy, like elephantiasis, of which Pliny 
writes, "This disease is native to Egypt and, although kings were attacked 
by it, it was fatal to the people.””* Ringworm, a foul and disgusting disease 
if you like, spared women and the lowest orders.*” But the pox spares no 
one, of whatever race, sex, age, or condition, and affects even unborn chil- 
dren. The slightest suspicion of leprosy will get you expelled from our cities, 
but these pox-carriers are allowed to drink, sleep, eat, talk, kiss, and even 
marry among us, and spread the disease throughout the world, apparently 
just to please the aristocracy. 

One peculiarity of this disease is that those who have it take de- 
light in passing it on to others; this is no doubt the work of some devil- 
ish spite. Someone who has come to grief through his own fault is intent 
upon forcing as many others as possible to share his plight. How such 
people should be handled by those whose job it is to safeguard public 
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373 Ibidem 26.3.3; the term used by Pliny and Erasmus, lichen, is used of a number 
of skin diseases, even of leprosy, but modern scholars conclude that ringworm 
is meant in this passage of Pliny. 
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health is another matter, but it is certainly the business of parents, who 
worry about so many minor details when they choose their children's part- 
ners, not to ignore this awful disease, which promises certain death not 
only to their daughter but to her offspring. Let them answer me this: if by 
some mischance their daughter had been seduced by a leper, would they 
not have the seducer burned, if they could? So are they not mad to de- 
liver their innocent daughter, knowingly and willingly, into the arms of a 
leper? Similarly, if a girl of marriageable age should inexplicably contract 
leprosy, would not her whole family, all her relatives, be consumed with 
heart-rending grief, and even strangers cry out for pity? But now, when a 
daughter, with all her children, grandchildren, and future descendants, is 
exposed to leprosy, everyone dances and sings at the wedding as if it were 
a triumph! 

Who in his right mind would not rather be stripped of all he possessed 
at a stroke than buy a vast increase in his wealth at the price of leprosy? 
You will make a better match for your daughter if you give her to a humble 
potter or a healthy gardener instead of a leprous lord. It is difficult to know 
which is the more guilty — parents who expose their children to die, or who 
choose them partners like this; at least the former, if the worst happens, 
will make a quick end, whereas the latter will die a lingering death. Then 
again, we know that for quite a few exposure ended happily,7* but what 
consolation can the others find, unless we count it a blessing that sometimes, 
in our distraction, we find pleasure in our woes because we do not recognize 
them as such? 

Why should a marriage made with a man incapable of sexual inter- 
course be rescinded, and yet a contract be valid with a man who produces 
pus instead of semen and begets pox instead of children? What are we to 
make of this, when a mind affected by bodily illness cannot be sound either, 
and yet parents who consider themselves sane thrust their sons and daugh- 
ters upon such monsters and take less trouble over choosing a son-in-law 
than they would over choosing a horse? With the latter, they flush out hidden 
defects and look carefully for things that the seller does not have to disclose; 
but in contracting a marriage, in our wisdom, we ignore the obvious. 
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374 The obvious example being that of Romulus and Remus, the founders of Rome, 
who were rescued and brought up by a she-wolf (Livy 1.4.5; Cicero De repu- 
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7.16.15 [1335b19-22]), but was strictly prohibited by later Roman law: Codex 
8.52.2 and Novellae 153. In Erasmus’ time babies were frequently abandoned 
in churches; see Margolin 502-3 nn188-9 and 194. 
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Thus, after weighing up his character, our next concern must be his 
health. Some physical infirmities are not contagious, such as lameness, blind- 
ness, missing or mutilated limbs, or other unnatural deformities; in fact, if 
both have some defect it may add to the harmony of their marriage. I knew 
a priest in Britain, a tall, healthy, upright man, who told me that he had 
eleven brothers, all with an equally fine physique; but their father had with- 
ered legs and had to be carried everywhere in a chair. He was also rather 
poor, so he married a blind woman and gave the following explanation: "We 
shall be better friends because of it; we shall bear with one another, being 
united in misfortune, and neither of us will be able to find fault with the 
other.' And the man's judgment was perfect: every word they exchanged 
was friendly and fond. God rewarded their devotion with a happy issue; 
their life together was tranquil and blameless and their children numerous 
and well-favoured. 

It remains to discuss external qualities,” which are to some extent be- 
yond our control (for example, being born of a distinguished or wealthy 
family) but can to some extent be obtained and improved by our own ef- 
forts. In this area the first place goes to family distinction, especially when 
it has been won by true virtue. All too often, ^nobility' is no more than in- 
herited wealth, and it is not uncommon for wealth to be the proceeds of 
crime. By contrast, the true aristocrat, if he values more than a mere rep- 
utation for virtue, will have an example of the right way to live close at 
hand, from his ancestors, and if they have failed to provide one, his family 
tree will serve no purpose other than to make their immorality all the more 
notorious. 

In some countries nowadays a mere title of nobility can confer immu- 
nity on a criminal?” If a commoner commits piracy or highway robbery, 
he is broken on the wheel; if he is a knight, or a claimant to some minor ti- 
tle, or the owner of some ruined castle (more like a den of thieves), then 
it is called war, which can apparently be declared by somebody without a 
foot of land to stand on.” What gives such people the right to declare war? 
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mind and those of the body; cf n319 above. 

376 Cf the colloquy "Izzebs dvummos, sive Ementita nobilitas (‘The Knight without 
a Horse, or Faked Nobility’) cwE 40 884-8, on knights doing as they please, 
their insolence passing for wisdom, and Adagia 1 ix 44 (CWE 32 204-5), on the 
excesses of the German Junkers. 

377 Cf Luke 19:46. 

378 Adagia 1 v 7 
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What gives them the right, under the pretext of some trumped-up ‘war,’ to 
rob anyone they please on the public highway or on other people's land? 
Whenever they run out of money for their gambling, whoring, and drink- 
ing, they rush to so-called war — making sure that their chosen enemy has 
something worth plundering. The princes, and the emperor in particular, 
would do humanity a great service if they would get rid of such monsters, 
with their horses and castles; when they are caught red-handed, let their 
titles give them just the one privilege — of being hanged higher, as their 
exalted status demands! 

Parents must be mad if they imagine it to be in their daughter's best 
interests to marry her to one of these knights rather than an honest farmer 
or a skilled artisan. Bewitched by an empty parade of nobility, they prefer a 
son-in-law who will waste good money on bad living to one who will pre- 
serve and increase his portion by his own efforts. The girls themselves may 
be forgiven this mistake; their age and sex make them too eager for glory, 
unable to judge rationally or to look beyond the excitement of the moment. 
But no such allowance can be made for their parents, who to their shame 
bewail — afterwards — a calamity that they could have prevented. Given all 
the previous examples of such marriages, they should have learned from 
others' misfortunes. 

Away then with these empty pretensions to nobility, acquired by crime, 
stained with sin, faked,?? or assumed! Only impostors will pass themselves 
off as noblemen, but some do so in order to commit their crimes with more 
safety and impunity; only fools who glory in shadows will buy nobility. The 
wise man will scorn even true nobility. There is some merit in being de- 
scended from distinguished and honourable forebears, but much more in 
being brought up and educated in a manner befitting your lineage. Thus, if 
the family tree does enter the equation, so must the young man's disposi- 
tion, character, and upbringing, to avoid tears later, because, as the Greek 
proverb puts it, the children of heroes are a bane. Take account of the 
virtues, not the nobility, of his family. You must not be impressed by aristo- 
crats whose only nobility lies in the portraits in the hall; a man of outstand- 
ing virtue is noble enough, and anyone born of a lawful union cannot be 
considered ignoble. 
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379 Ementita; cf the title of the 1529 colloquy cited n376 above, which develops 
fully the themes sketched here (cwE 40 880-90). 

380 Adagia 1 vi 32; the rest of this paragraph is based on the commentary on this 
adage. The remarks on the virtues of the illegitimate obviously have personal 
overtones for Erasmus. 
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Indeed, although people always suspect the worst of bastards and by- 
blows, they are very often wrong, since the evidence shows that the worst 
of children can be born to the best of parents, while we sometimes see an 
irregular union produce the most distinguished of men. Jephthah the bas- 
tard is enrolled among the Hebrews most distinguished for their virtue, and 
the name of bastard cannot tarnish the glory of Themistocles. By contrast, 
Socrates left children whose very names are unknown, and apparently Ci- 
cero's son was a drunken sot quite unlike his father. That most reviled of 
Roman emperors, Commodus, was the son of Antoninus, the most admired 
of them.??' I think that this must be laid to the charge of the wives, who bear 
the children and see to their early upbringing. Socrates’ wives were dread- 
ful women, Cicero's Terentia deserved to be repudiated, and the emperor 
Antoninus’ wife was notorious for more than one adulterous affair)? Thus 
it is useful to consider the character, as well as the lineage, of both parents. 

If there is nothing else to choose between a bastard and a legitimate 
child, an aristocrat and a commoner, then you should opt for legitimacy 
and nobility. But if the commoner outshines him in true virtue, then a 
mere title should not persuade you to make your daughter live with a man 
who is distinguished only by others' achievements, rather than with a man 
capable of ennobling even the humblest stock by his own good qualities. 
I admit that a row of family portraits seems a plausible guarantee of a 
man's honour, but since the customary pursuits of most noblemen today 
are dicing, playing cards, drinking, dancing, acting the fool, and whor- 
ing, anyone who wishes to provide his daughter with a good Christian 
marriage must weigh up the suitor's upbringing and character, the things, 
in other words, that belong to him rather than to someone else. Here, I 
would give some weight to public opinion concerning the suitors' fami- 
lies, so long as the difference between the young men in terms of virtue 
is slight. The principal objectives of Christian matrimony must always be 
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381 On Jephthah, see Judg 11-12. According to Plutarch's Lives, the Athenian gen- 
eral and statesman Themistocles was the son of an obscure Athenian and an 
alien mother whose very name and country are in doubt, while Cicero's son 
Marcus, despite rising to the consulate, was best known for his boasts of heavy 
drinking. The saintly and philosophical Marcus Aurelius Antoninus (emperor 
161-80 AD and author of the Meditations) was succeeded by his worthless son 
Commodus (d 192 AD). 

382 On Socrates’ two wives, see n327 above. After divorcing Terentia for adultery, 
Cicero married again, but he also repudiated his second wife. Marcus Aure- 
lius’ wife Faustina was suspected of infidelity and of instigating plots against 
her husband. 
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that the marriage should be first of all lawful, then holy, and finally harmo- 
nious and tranquil; if these three conditions are met, it cannot be thought 
unsuccessful. ` 

Ancient fables tell of the demigods supposed to be born of unions be- 
tween gods and nymphs or mortals; Aeneas was supposedly born of Venus 
and Anchises, Bacchus of Semele and Jupiter, Hercules of Jupiter and Alc- 
mena.?® Some people imagine foolishly that this is like intermarriage be- 
tween patrician and plebeian. But this idea, mocked even in pagan times 
by the philosophers, must be entirely banished from the thoughts of Chris- 
tians. Through baptism we are all reborn as the legitimate children of God, 
and the same inheritance awaits us all. The nobleman here is he who best 
represents the image of his creator, the common Father of all who live de- 
voutly, and he who comes closest to the example set by God's only-begotten 
Son, who honours us all with the name of brother.?® If nobility is important 
to you, then here is true nobility. Paul says that a pagan husband can be 
made holy by a Christian wife, and vice versa; how much more should an 
illegitimate or plebeian wife be ennobled by a patrician husband, and vice 
versa? 

Now slavery is an odious thing, which Paul tells us to escape if we 
have the chance; it should have been abolished among Christians long 
ago. Nothing could be more unseemly than that among Christians, whom 
Christ redeemed equally by his precious blood, one man should consider 
another not as his brother and joint heir to the heavenly kingdom, but as 
hardly human, buying him for cash like a packhorse and selling him again 
at a whim — owning him and treating him like a brute beast, and in fact 
sometimes using his Christian brother more harshly than his horse. A man 
who knew nothing of Christ exhorts us to remember that slaves are hu- 
man beingsJ"/ The apostle Paul wants a baptized slave to be given the 
name of brother; he commends Onesimus to the master from whom he 
had escaped: 'Receive him, therefore, as a part of myself.' A little earlier 
he had called him ‘my beloved son, whom I bore in my chains.’ A little 
later, he says: 'Receive him now, not as a slave, but as more than a slave, 
as a beloved brother. If you count me a partner, receive him as you would 
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385 Stories of heroes begotten out of wedlock are commonplace in classical mythol- 
ogy; Erasmus names three of the most celebrated. 

384 Cf Matt 12:50, 25:40; Mark 3:35. 

385 See 1 Cor 7:14. 

386 See 1 Cor 7:21. 

387 Cato Disticha 4.44 
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Such was the power of the baptism they shared that a former slave, 
a runaway slave, became a 'beloved son' to Paul and a 'beloved brother' to 
his master. 

The Apostle does not want a slave to leave his master unless he has 
been freed, as this might impede the progress of the gospel; for the same 
reason he does not want a Christian wife to turn from a pagan husband. 
If human laws insist on the right of property, then at least the slave's atti- 
tude can be changed, if not his status. Slaves should not perform their du- 
ties out of fear, serving, as Paul said, only as far as the eye can see, but do 
everything willingly, ‘fearing the Lord in the simplicity of their hearts, ?*? 
knowing that if the men they serve are impious or inhuman, yet they shall 
receive from Christ, for whose love masters become slaves, the ample re- 
ward of their eternal inheritance. In return, masters must show humanity 
and give them what is fair and just, as brothers, as fellow slaves, and as fel- 
low heirs. As brothers, because they have been reborn to the same Father 
through baptism; as fellow slaves, because a human slave is no less val- 
ued than his master by the Lord that both serve; as fellow heirs because, in 
the distribution of rewards that the Gospel promised to believers, masters 
have no advantage over slaves: status will help no one, but piety will de- 
cide all. But perhaps all this is better discussed elsewhere. I merely wished 
to point out here the need for caution, lest you unknowingly marry a serv- 
ant thinking her a free woman. In fact, human laws will also disallow such 
a marriage, but it is better to walk round a trap than to extricate yourself 
after falling into it. Servants and maidservants who use some knavery to 
put themselves forward as free-born should be appropriately punished by 
the law. 

Now, money should be the least important question, especially if both 
partners have enough income to live on decently, or a trade instead of an 
estate. In comedies,??? as it happens, marriages are called into question when 
an impoverished bride marries a rich husband, on the ground that she is 
entering into slavery rather than matrimony. However, among Christians, 
whom Christ has made equal in so many ways, the size of the dowry should 
not be so important; in fact, as I have said, things usually turn out better if 
a rich husband takes a bride without a dowry, rather than the reverse. It is 
entirely laudable that a rich man should take in marriage a girl of slender 
means but of good character; the greater the disparity in their fortune, the 
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388 The quotations are from Philem 10-17. 
389 Allusions to Col 3:22; Eph 6:5-6 
390 Eg in the Aulularia and Mercator of Plautus 
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more his generosity will be admired. However, financial equality may play 
a far from negligible part in establishing harmony between those of lesser 
means, if at the same time it is balanced against the other advantages and 
disadvantages, and if the order of priorities I have established is preserved. 

If all marriages were made in this way, that is, with the support of 
the parents (or after due consultation with the older generation), by choos- 
ing with care and sound judgment, and above all by placing our hopes in 
God, then the world would not see so many unhappy and burdensome mar- 
riages, nor so many separations. It is God alone who joins human hearts in 
endless love and brings us success by his favour. We cannot do better by 
him than to live according to his decrees, placing all our expectations of suc- 
cess in him, since he alone knows what is good for us. All that he sends us 
is truly blessed and auspicious, even if it sometimes appears calamitous to 
the superficial mind. Therefore, if you find a wife who fulfils your heart's 
desire, you must give thanks to God; if not, you must believe that, just as 
he draws some people to him and purifies them through illness or the loss 
of their worldly goods, so you have been given a shrewish wife to test your 
virtue, as happened to those holy men Job and Tobias.??' If such a one has 
fallen to your lot, submit to the will of God and, if you cannot mend the 
faults in your wife, embrace the God-given opportunity to display your pa- 
tience, saying, like Paul, ‘Virtue is made perfect by weakness.??" He will 
put an end to your troubles; like the wise doctor he knows the right time to 
act, and the precise moment that is best. You must know that there can be 
no unhappiness wherever there is purity of intent and will. 

Finally, besides all that has been said, there is always that inexplicable 
element of liking — or dislike - between two people. Thus it happens that, 
for no apparent reason, a man is well disposed towards one person rather 
than another, that he likes the first more than the second; similarly, he may 
recoil from someone but be quite unable to explain why he dislikes him. 
The ancient sophists' theory was that people's presiding geniuses?? were 
either compatible or incompatible. Whatever we may think of this clever 
explanation, we do detect this unexplained affinity or disharmony between 
people's natures, as in the oft-repeated epigram 
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391 See eg Job 2:9-10; Tob 2:13-14, 3:1-6. 

392 2 Cor 12:9 

393 The widespread classical notion of the tutelary deity, the genius or daemon, 
aroused much interest among Erasmus’ contemporaries. According to some, 
each person had both a good and an evil genius; Erasmus depicted the evil 
genius of the pope in Julius exclusus (see CWE 27 168 and n1). 
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I do not love thee, Doctor Fell; 
The reason why I cannot tell; 
But this alone I know full well, 
I do not love thee, Doctor Fell.??* 


This instinct should not be entirely trusted, especially in women, because it 
is often thoughtless and merely temporary. But if it persists, if it is constant 
and unshakeable, then it is no use ‘fighting the gods,” in my view; we 
must give in to this inexplicable natural inclination, which is also observable 
in animals, plants, and trees.3% 

Thus, once a lawful marriage has been made with all due care and 
consideration, the next thing will be to ensure that harmony and good will 
are established and encouraged between the partners.’ For in some cases 
friendship disintegrates at the very beginning, before it has been cemented, 
before they have the chance to know and grow accustomed to each other. 
The parents and older members of the family have a primary responsibility 
here. They must warn the bride and groom beforehand that they will have 
to lay aside that aggressiveness which is so characteristic of inexperienced 
young women and hot-blooded adolescents and that each will have to take 
up the common yoke with docility and make allowances for the other, until 
growing familiarity and intimacy enable each to understand the disposition 
and character of the other. If this is done, it will be none too difficult for 
them to avoid upsets by considerate behaviour and to lay the foundations of 
a lasting affection that, once established, will not easily be destroyed. You 
could compare them to little pots stuck together with glue.3% If you knock 
them while the glue is still wet, they will break at a touch, but if you wait 
until the glue has hardened and they are firmly stuck, they will be very 
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394 Martial Epigrams 1.32; the nursery-rhyme translation is by Thomas Brown. 

395 Erasmus uses the Greek expression found in Adagia 11 v 44 and IH ix 22. 

396 A gloss on this remark is provided by De pueris instituendis CWE 26 312: in 
the animal and plant kingdoms, says Erasmus, it is natural to ‘avoid anything 
that would cause harm and suffering.’ He goes on to give a precise example 
concerning trees. 

397 Many parallels exist between the following passage on the ideal domestic way 
of life and the 1523 colloquy Coniugium (‘Marriage’) CWE 39 306-27. In both 
texts, as Craig Thompson (ibidem 306) notes, Erasmus solves all problems 
‘with the invincible assurance of a confirmed bachelor’; in the colloquy, how- 
ever, Erasmus provides four detailed examples of wedded bliss from his own 
observations. 

398 The simile is borrowed from Plutarch’s treatise on marriage, Moralia 138E. 
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difficult to break, even with fire or a sword. Even things joined by nature 
are more easily broken than those that are glued together in this way. 

Thus the girl needs to be told by her parents to be obliging and compli- 
ant towards her husband and, if he should upset her, to give him the benefit 
of the doubt, or at least put up with it. She must not rush headlong into re- 
crimination and arguments, nor flounce out of the house; in time, when life 
together has bred intimacy between them, it will ensure that things that up- 
set her at first will now amuse her, and that what once seemed intolerable 
will prove very easy to bear. However, it is best to try to avoid such prob- 
lems altogether since, as Homer's epic tells us, "Discord is swift, reconcilia- 
tion is slow.” It will not be difficult for one of them to make amends for 
some trifling offence, if it is done at once, but if they both retaliate the quar- 
rel is likely to grow and become so deep-rooted that it will be very difficult 
to eradicate without leaving some traces of bitterness behind. It will be like 
a broken limb or a deep wound, which is rarely so completely healed by 
medical science that an occasional twinge of pain does not remind us of the 
accident, or an ugly scar allow us to forget the old wound. A mere bruise 
or a graze is easily healed and eventually quite forgotten. 

Just as no one is blessed with a personality completely free from flaws, 
so almost no one can have a character so hopeless that there is not some 
admirable, or at least tolerable, trait among all the defects. Epictetus is worth 
listening to here: he says that we must always grab the handle that we can 
see, not look for another one that isn't there! There is a type of person 
who is disenchanted with every aspect of human existence, and no wonder, 
since they refuse to consider anything but the evils that beset our mortal 
condition. Take, for example, Heraclitus and Democritus: ?' whenever they 
went out into the world, the former would weep and the latter laugh; I 
don't know which of them was the madder. Somebody said, 'It would be 
best either not to be born, or to be snuffed out as soon as possible.'^? On 
the other hand, Metrodorus, who managed to discern inherent advantages 
in everything, had nothing but praise for every aspect of life.4°? But the 
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399 Homer Iliad 9.502, where discord and reconciliation are personified as Ate and 
Litae; cf Adagia 1 vii 13. 

400 Epictetus Enchiridion 43; cf Adagia 1 iv 4. 

401 Pre-Socratic Greek philosophers proverbial for their contrasting reactions to 
the spectacle of humanity 

402 A venerable utterance reported in this form by Pliny Naturalis historia 7.1.4; cf 
Adagia 11 iii 49. 

403 Cf Plutarch Moralia 1424. Metrodorus, a physician, was a disciple of the laugh- 
ing philosopher Democritus. 
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wise man will always weigh advantages against disadvantages, if he has the 
liberty to be dispassionate. If he is not free to change his way of life, he must 
turn his eyes from the disadvantages to the advantages, to help him bear 
what cannot be changed. You will find this easier to do if you will admit 
that other people may perhaps have to put up with a good deal from you. 
God, in whom there is no evil for others to put up with, none the less puts 
up with our errors and sins, with immense forbearance; so how can you, 
a prey to so many vices, refuse to put up with some fault in your lifetime 
partner, whom you must tolerate even if you find her intolerable? 

If husband and wife are as bad as each other, then mutual forgiveness 
is more like appeasement than tolerance, more like a settling of scores than 
an act of generosity. The jurists define four types of contract: I give that you 
may give; I give that you may do; I do that you may do; I do that you may 
give.** What merit is there in someone offering forgiveness simply in or- 
der to be forgiven when he does something wrong? If yours are the worse 
misdeeds, it is merely cynical for you to shudder at the wart on your part- 
ner's face while expecting your own great tumours to be overlooked! If you 
surpass your partner in virtue and generosity, that is all the more reason, as 
Paul taught, to look after the weaker part.^? Remember that your strength 
is a gift bestowed by God to enable you to help those weaker than yourself, 
and especially your partner. ‘No man hates his own flesh’ or shrinks from 
it, however corrupt, ‘but instead cherishes and sustains ae? 

Now in some circumstances a husband should give in to his wife now 
and then, even though she is the ‘weaker vessel’;*°” but the wife must de- 
fer much more to the authority of the head, 'for the husband is the head 
of the wife,’ as Paul said. *? The husband is to the wife what the spirit is 
to the body.*” The spirit is the greater of the two, but it is for the body's 
benefit; the spirit does not dominate and overwhelm it, but makes conces- 
sions to assist it. The affection the husband feels for his bride will enable 
him to recognize the right time either to tolerate or to correct the girl's incli- 
nations. Similarly, if the girl gives her husband a wife's love together with 
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404 On the basic forms of contract see eg Digesta 45.1.75 and Institutiones 3.15.1. 

405 This conveys Paul's meaning in such chapters as 1 Cor 7 and Eph 5, but is 
closest textually to 1 Pet 3:7, cited a few lines later. 

406 Eph 5:29 

Ay 1t Pet opm 

408 Eph 5:25, a principle enshrined in canon law with the approval of Augustine 
and Jerome; cf Gratian Decretum pars 2 C 33 q 5 cc 13-20. 

409 A comparison found in Plutarch's treatise on marriage, Moralia 142kE 
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appropriate respect for him, which nature's laws seem to require in view 
of his sex and position, she will not be tempted to argue with her husband 
but will win his affection by obedience and compromise. 

At the outset, even the sweetest things may have their unpleasant side, 
a sort of bitter taste which, with the passage of time, turns to sweetness. 
What is more pleasant than wine? And yet it comes from grapes, which 
are bitter at first. Thus any man who recoils instinctively from his virgin 
bride, finding her unbearably sour and immature, is acting as irrationally 
as someone who tastes an unripe grape and, disgusted by the acid taste, 
rejects it and leaves the sweet taste of the ripened grape to others.*'? You are 
prepared to wait until new wine has lost its sharpness; you must also wait 
a little until your new bride has matured. Put the unripe apples to one side 
until in time they become more appetizing. Such rawness is often evidence 
of a natural vigour and firmness. People who mature too soon often have 
less strength and grow old before their time. As the proverb says, neither 
honey nor bee.*'' If you require sweetness, you must accept that it may have 
its unpleasant side. Nature so frames human life that nothing is so sweet 
as to be free from all bitterness. Young men, too, not yet forearmed with 
any great experience of the world, can be somewhat rough and arrogant 
until the passage of a few years calms them down. Thus girls who recoil 
from their husbands and immediately begin to feud with them are acting 
as rashly as someone who is stung by a bee and therefore leaves the honey 
to others. The most beautiful rose grows among thorns. You do not dig up 
your rose garden as soon as a thorn pricks you; you accept the pain for love 
of the flowers. 

They say there was a custom among the Boeotians*™ that a bride on 
her way to her husband was veiled — and crowned with a garland made 
of asparagus. This seems so absurd that of course it invites the observer to 
seek a hidden meaning. No doubt the ancients intended it to signify that in 
the union of an inexperienced young man and an untutored and spirited 
virgin there was bound to be some friction and difficulty at first, but that, if 
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410 Another comparison borrowed from Plutarch, Moralia 1388 

411 Adagia 1 vi 62 

412 This example and the preceding one of the rose are found in Plutarch Moralia 
138D-£. The Boeotians were proverbial for their stupidity, but Plutarch and 
Erasmus do their best to rehabilitate them here. Judging by the subsequent 
description of the plant, there may be some confusion with the aspalathus, a 
prickly shrub that yielded a fragrant oil; see Pliny Naturalis historia 12.24.110. 
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they persevered, their difficulties would give way to a most agreeable way 
of life, just as asparagus is a prickly plant - all prickle, in fact, as it has no 
leaves — which none the less produces a fruit that is both delicious to eat and 
most useful in medicine. However, asparagus is always just asparagus, and 
does not bear fruit in every season, whereas the young couple's prickliness 
will change into endless sweetness and produce everlasting fruit, if only 
they will work together towards mutual harmony. 

Even with the virtuous and the well-born, there are certain quirks of 
character, if not actual faults, that can be annoying unless you are used to 
them. It is the same with certain wines, which you cannot justly call sour 
or bitter but which have their own peculiar taste, commonly called the tang 
of the soil,*? which may be somewhat unpalatable to anyone unused to it; 
but on a few days' acquaintance the distaste may be overcome. Would you 
begrudge doing for your wife what you do for your wine? 

Again, there are minor blemishes, like moles on the skin, that it is best 
to ignore. That carping attitude which the Greeks call pxpodoyia [pettiness] 
can cast a blight over all life's pleasures; it is like quarrelling over goat's 
wool, as the saying goes.*^ One thing that will contribute much to pre- 
serving affection between you is an unfailing courtesy, striking a balance 
between indulgence and austerity so that it does not lose you respect, but 
equally does not mar the pleasures of family life. It should ensure that any 
necessary rebuke will not give offence, if it is timely, delivered in a pleasant 
manner, and tempered with praise and a little flattery. 

Thus it will be essential, to avoid problems and to encourage total har- 
mony between you, that each should study and be familiar with the charac- 
ter and disposition of the other; here again the parents could help by giving 
advice to the bride and groom. As Virgil put it, "You know the tactful and the 
timely way to approach a husband.'^^ The slave in the comedy says some- 
thing similar: "I understand his disposition very well.’#”° As the proverb has 
it, you should understand a friend's character, not hate it.477 All this will 
be even more necessary in marriage. Everyone has different tastes and a 
different temperament; people are attracted or repelled by different things. 
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413 Sapor soli; cf French ‘vin du terroir.’ 

414 Adagia 1 iii 53; goat’s wool — if it may be called that — is of course more or less 
worthless. 

415 Virgil Aeneid 4.425; Dido is addressing her sister Anna. 

416 Terence Adelphi 553 

417 Adagia n v 96 
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In this case, there is nothing wrong with 'friendship won by submissive- 
ness.’478 A modest silence or a pleasant, soothing reply will often defuse a 
serious quarrel. Why should you refuse such things, which you would of- 
ten enough grant a servant or an employee, to your spouse, with whom, 
willy-nilly, you are to spend the rest of your life? 

However, although there must be mutual respect, both nature and 
scriptural authority lay down that the wife should obey her husband rather 
than the opposite. Paul recommends love and gentleness to husbands: “You 
men,’ he says, ‘love your wives, and do not be harsh with them.’ But what 
does he prescribe for the women? Obedience and submissiveness: 'You 
women,’ he says, ‘be subject to your husbands as to the Lord."^? For this 
very reason nature has endowed the male sex with a certain ruthlessness 
and fierceness, but the female with softness and gentleness. You may find 
the following comparison far-fetched, but it is apt enough to illustrate my 
point. The first thing that trainers of animals, wild beasts, or unbroken 
horses try to find out is what things will annoy or calm them. Lions are an- 
noyed when they are looked at sideways; bulls are enraged by the colour 
red; lynxes are so maddened by the sound of drums that they will claw 
themselves to pieces; elephants are frightened by the squealing of a pig, 
and think it shameful to be caught in the act of coition."? A plunging horse 
can be calmed by stroking and by clicking the tongue. There are countless 
other examples; animal trainers always know the best ways to avoid upset- 
ting their charges, and use them to calm unsettled beasts. They are thus able 
to handle safely animals that are by nature dangerous and fierce. 

If a married couple will do the same, they will soon begin to enjoy a 
life of tranquillity, and if some disagreement should arise, it will not be hard 
to resolve it peacefully. Some otherwise virtuous people are by nature quick 
to anger, but it soon evaporates if they are not opposed. What could be eas- 
ier than to remain demurely silent in such cases, or to soothe them with ap- 
propriately amiable words? Some people cannot stand being answered back 
when they are upset, and even refuse words of comfort as long as the hurt 
is fresh in their minds. An easy and economical solution here is to postpone 
one's reply until such time as the wound is less sensitive. Some husbands 
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enjoy boisterous parties; in this case a more serious-minded wife should not 
raise an eyebrow, but make some allowance for her husband, provided that 
her matronly modesty and the respect she should feel for her husband are 
not affected. Some people cannot bear to be told a lie, even in jest, some 
detest make-up, others like or dislike particular foods or particular colours 
and styles of clothing. Even in such trivial cases, a measure of complaisance 
will avoid upsets and encourage affection. Certain kinds of story appeal to 
some tastes but not to others; an offensive tale can often be interrupted and 
toned down by a timely interjection. I knew a man, rather irascible by nature 
but easily placated, who never got so annoyed with his wife that he would 
not, if called on for a song or one of his poems, at once begin to recite or 
sing, apparently forgetting all that had gone before. 

It is not too surprising that some wives do not get on with their hus- 
bands, when they take every opportunity to be contrary. If their husband is 
sad, their faces beam with joy; if he is happy, they look downcast; if he is 
laughing and joking, they will talk about something serious and sad; if the 
husband is feeling amorous, they suddenly become ostentatiously chaste and 
forbidding. No doubt this illustrates that witty saying, ‘With a husband, life 
isn't very lively.'*' But living together means sharing pleasures and cares, 
fun and seriousness, joys and sorrows. It is not enough for a wife to be hon- 
est and chaste unless she is also sympathetic to her husband's moods. No 
one would think much of a mirror,"* however crusted with gold and jew- 
els, if it did not give a faithful reflection; similarly, a rich, noble, and beauti- 
ful wife is no use if she does not fit in with her husband. If a mirror showed 
a laughing face weeping or a happy face as sad, would it not be consid- 
ered unreliable and useless? But a wife who is happy when her husband is 
sad or sad when he is happy appears not only unsuitable but even hostile. 
Again, there are some women to whom nothing is so delightful as their hus- 
band's absence, while his presence makes them restless and foul-tempered; 
you could compare them to the moon,*” which is dull and dark when close 
to the sun, but ever brighter as it moves away. A good wife should do the 
opposite: when her husband is by her, she must share his joy; when he is 
away, she must stay indoors and behave as if she were a widow. 

Similarly, some husbands make the bad mistake of being morose and 
stern at home and merry and gregarious everywhere else; by denying their 
wives a share in their pleasures at home, they are encouraging them to 
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seek amusement and laughter elsewhere. However, a good wife will not 
revenge herself by imitating her husband's faults; instead, she will encour- 
age him to appreciate home life by her pleasant and accommodating man- 
ner. When grafting new shoots onto a plant, gardeners always take great 
care to meld the parts together, smearing them with a mixture of clay and 
oakum, and as Virgil elegantly put it, "They teach the shoot to grow in the 
moist bark.'^* This prevents even slight damage to the new graft; when 
in time a scar has covered the wound, they pull off the poultice and need 
give the graft no further special care. Similarly, there is a greater danger 
of discord in the very first stages of a marriage, when the union is still 
fresh and fragile, but each day's acquaintance makes it stronger. We may 
observe how animals of the same species, such as horses, do not necessar- 
ily get on until they have grown used to one another, but that we may see 
peaceful relations even between a dog and a cat, or a wolf and a lamb,*? 
once acquaintance has been established. We must surely expect even bet- 
ter of human beings, creatures born to social life, and still more of a man 
and a woman, whom nature has so fashioned that they cannot live with- 
out each other — unless a power greater than nature has breathed upon 
them. t 

Thus it is excellent advice that the first lovemaking between husband 
and wife should be made as easy as possible. This is believed to be the rea- 
son for the ancient marriage ritual in which the bride was taken into the hus- 
band's bedchamber in the dark. This custom was obviously exploited to de- 
ceive the patriarch Jacob, when Leah was substituted for her sister Rachel.*7? 
Commentators suggest two reasons for the custom: to protect the girl's mod- 
esty, and to prevent anything in this first sexual act, which is often the most 
difficult, from offending the husband's eye. 

Solon apparently made provision not only for fastidious eyes, but 
also for the most delicate nose.” He decreed that, before the bride was 
brought into the bedchamber for the intimate meeting with her groom, 
she should nibble a quince apple to purify her breath. Such attention to 
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detail might seem unworthy of a legislator, were it not that the merest tri- 
fles all too often destroy human relationships. However, I am quite ready 
to accept the view that that wise man aimed to conceal a deeper mean- 
ing in his statute, namely, that it is vital that a new bride should not, in 
their first conversation, let slip from her mouth anything that might of- 
fend the young man's ears or mind. Speech issues from the lips but is 
the most reliable image and witness of the soul; from her words he will 
see more clearly what she is like than by examining her whole body un- 
der a spotlight. When we send our children with a message to some wor- 
thy citizen, we teach them the correct form of address and the right an- 
swer to each question, so that nothing offends the company. How much 
more should parents ensure that the couple's first conversations be harm- 
less, infused with modesty and politeness? They must learn that, whereas 
among close friends even insults can be laughed off, in a first conversation 
between strangers the most harmless observation may give offence. But no 
quince apple, no brand of perfume or unguent smells as sweet to a wise 
young man as modest, sober, prudent, and respectful words dropping from 
the lips of his new bride and bringing with them the reflection of a lovely 
nature. 

Furthermore, there is nothing better than conversation to establish, 
confirm, and maintain friendship. It was conversation that drew human be- 
ings, who used to roam the earth like wild animals, together in cities; it also 
joined city to city, people to people, kingdom to kingdom. It distinguishes 
the king from the tyrant, since the tyrant compels but the king persuades. 
Now marriage is rather like a kingdom, but must be far from any semblance 
of tyranny. Nothing is accomplished there by force; all is done by persua- 
sion and good will. Plato will not let a law prescribe anything unless it can 
be defended on moral as well as practical grounds, and I do not see why 
Seneca attacks his view.*? The husband is indeed the director and head of 
the woman and rules her: not, however, as the farmer drives his cattle, but 
as the spirit rules the body.*?? His character provides unwritten laws for his 
wife's behaviour, as Aristotle rightly said; but they are Platonic laws, per- 
suading not compelling her, guiding her willingly, not dragging her along 
by force. 
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According to Greek writers, the ancients used to associate Mercury 
with Venus.?? You may well wonder what Venus has to do with Mercury. 
The ancient sages explain that good relations between a couple are estab- 
lished not so much by a sharing of physical pleasures as by a meeting of 
minds; the cement between them is courteous and friendly speech. On her 
own Venus is both intemperate and violent and, as the poet says, 'forces 
many beneath her brazen yoke.'*? But speech, which in antiquity was the 
province of Mercury, *^ can establish lasting friendship on sound and hon- 
ourable terms. ‘Do not be,’ says the psalmist, ‘like the horse and the mule, 
in which there is no understanding.'?? The Lord makes a similar complaint 
in Jeremiah: "They have become like lustful and roving stallions, each one 
neighing after his neighbour's wife.’° Similar were the husbands, follow- 
ers of Venus and not Mercury, whom the demon Asmodeus slaughtered one 
after the other.#7 

I wish that, among Christians too, the lustful husband were not praised 
to the skies. Does it augur well for his marriage if he makes love to his wife 
for the first time as if he were raping a prisoner? He rips off her under- 
wear, tears her clothes and anything else that impedes his stallion's lust. 
You would say that the groom behaves more like a madman than a lover, 
and that nothing could be less like a sacramental union. There is more dig- 
nity in the mating of most dumb animals. And it is not finished yet: the de- 
tails of that first night are recounted and spread abroad ... How unchristian 
a marriage is this marriage between Christians! A wife must obey her hus- 
band, of course, but Mercury must also be there, to join their hearts before 
their bodies, to urge but not to force them to physical intimacy. While on the 
subject, we must remind the bride not to instigate their lovemaking herself, 
as this may diminish his affection for her; on the other hand, she must not 
show herself too unwilling or forbidding when he suggests it. The first at- 
titude, for some reason, makes a woman cheap and less attractive to a man, 
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the second changes love into hatred. A respectable married woman will not 
be provocative, a chaste woman will know how to refuse gently, but only a 
false wife will persist in her protests. 

Again, I am rather afraid that someone will say, "Why are you stuffing 
your Venus and your Mercury into Christian ears?' Come now, the gods' 
names may be changed, but the argument is the same. We have a Mercury 
of our own, the Word of God the Father, who reconciles all things both in 
heaven and on earth.*? Let us make him the witness and sponsor of Chris- 
tian marriage, so that no impurity may soil relations with a spouse; let the 
husband persuade his wife, through God's decrees and laws, to do willingly 
and joyfully what she has learned is pleasing to the Lord. Let both partners 
first pray to him in unison to bestow his favour on their marriage; after 
prayer, let them engage in pious conversation. Finally, let their lovemaking 
be modest and virtuous, the opposite of fornication and rape. 

I know that there will be some - fine, witty fellows in their own es- 
timation — who will find all this ridiculous, but let these fine unchristian 
fellows go hang; I am writing this treatise for good Christians. However, 
let those who think Christ's teaching worthless at least hearken to the old 
man in the pagan comedy, who said to his son, 'Go home, and pray to the 
gods that your bride may be brought to you.’* That pagan will not have 
the bride brought from her home, nor does he expect the marriage to be 
blessed by heaven, unless the bridegroom prays to the gods. But you con- 
sider it unfashionable, before you lay hands on your wife, to pray together 
to the one who first joined wife to husband, and to ask him to make your 
marriage stable, chaste, and blessed. If you are not ashamed to be called a 
Christian, do not be ashamed to do what most befits a Christian. 

Perhaps you need a form of prayer? I shall be pleased to provide one. 
It will be appropriate to pray along these lines: 'O creator, redeemer, and 
propagator of the human race, God, who first in paradise consecrated the 
marriage-alliance between the founders of our race; whose only-begotten 
Son commended this sacrament to us in many ways, first when in an inex- 
pressible way he joined our nature to himself, as if in marriage; then again 
when he chose the congregation of all the saints as his bride, being born 
for this purpose within wedlock but without need for a human father; then 
when he honoured a wedding with the first of his miracles, turning wa- 
ter into the best wine; and finally, when he decreed that this holy union, 
to reflect its mystic origins, should be indissoluble, saying, “What God has 
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joined, let no man put asunder":*^' we pray that, since we have joined law- 
fully in this holy union, according to your decrees, you will deign to pros- 
per with your perpetual favour what is yours, thàt we may obey your will 
with equal humility and equal zeal. May all uncleanness and all discord be 
banished from our home; give us that true peace the world cannot give; ^^ 
give us enough to satisfy our needs; give us offspring to bring up in your 
name, so that, continuing together under your commandments here below, 
we may deserve to come together into the inheritance of heavenly life.” If 
you can think of some better form of words, use that. 

You can find a model for your conversation in the book of Tobit: “We 
are the children of holy men,’ he says, ‘and we cannot be united in the man- 
ner of the pagans who know not God."^? You could also borrow a form of 
prayer from the same book, if you do not like mine. But the following ex- 
change seems appropriate to Christian spouses; the husband begins as fol- 
lows: ‘My dearest one, my sister in religion, my partner in marriage: God 
has seen fit to join us together in the holy bond of matrimony, and I have 
gained something I must prefer even to my parents, whom, after God, I 
hold dearer than anything else; you too have been given something that you 
are told to hold dearer than your progenitors. We are closely joined to our 
parents by the ties of blood, but as the scriptural prophecy says, in matri- 
mony we two have in a certain way been made one flesh, that is, a single 
person. We have accepted a yoke that cannot be lifted from us as long as 
we live; we must not even think of separation, but rather direct our ener- 
gies towards establishing a tranquil and blessed partnership. If there is har- 
mony between us, we shall live pleasantly and happily, however slender 
our means; on the other hand, if — God forbid — our bodies are united at 
bed and board but our hearts disunited by discord, then, however abun- 
dant our wealth, we shall spend our lives in vexation and misery. Thus let 
there be between us that special love that unites the body and the soul, 
Christ and his church. If our friendship is based only on youth, or beauty, 
or physical attraction, or wealth, there will be no genuine or lasting har- 
mony between us. But if our hearts are united by equal devotion to God 
and similar reverence for religion, then no earthly misfortune — not poverty, 
nor illness, nor age — can impair our joyous partnership through life. I shall 
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try my hardest to be a husband you will not regret; I am sure that you on 
your side will strive to match or surpass my efforts. I have married you 
to beget children, not out of lust; if, as Paul admonishes, we wish our mar- 
riage to be honourable and our bed undefiled,“ let our life together be pure 
and gentle, let our lovemaking be modest and infrequent; let us devote our- 
selves to bringing our children and the rest of the household to holiness, 
but in such a way that our greatest confidence and principal trust lies in 
help from God, who favours even the least favoured of his servants. The 
union of our hearts and the purity of our consciences will provide us with 
all the pleasure we need. We shall divide the management of the house- 
hold into two parts: you shall have particular charge of matters pertaining 
to the home, and I to those outside, but in such a way that neither shall 
exclude the other. Since it is impossible that we mortals should always be 
wise, I hope you will believe that, if ever I admonish you, I shall be look- 
ing to your interests rather than my own, and if you should see me doing 
something wrong, I shall not resent admonition from her who shares all 
that is mine. But the authority nature has given to the husband, and which 
the apostles confirmed and sanctioned, will not harm you; our mutual af- 
fection will smooth every path. Let us therefore enter upon this holy enter- 
prise, inspired by God, united in heart, and equal in resolve. Thus may we 
live a tranquil and innocent life, like a pair of doves: you shall guard the 
nest and I shall fly out to seek and bring home the necessities of life. We 
shall be one and, as it is written, "God shall have mercy on the two who 
are as one." 4^ 

What shall the Christian bride reply to all this? Perhaps she might be- 
gin as follows: 'Best of husbands, whom I must not only love but honour, 
I count myself especially fortunate to have been given a husband who, be- 
yond his other gifts, shows himself both wise and devout. I bring to you 
from my parents' house a body that is chaste and undefiled; I promise you 
a heart obedient to your wishes, to all your commands, concerning not only 
household tasks but also religion and worship. You must decide how to form 
and instruct me. I have the highest hopes that God will prosper all that we 
undertake in love.' Christian matrimony should always begin with such pre- 
liminaries, with such exchanges; today, instead, we see many marriages that 
are no more honourable than concubinage, and not much less repulsive: as 
their beginnings are marked by impiety, so their course is full of troubles 
and their ending is despair. 
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The course of our discussion now almost compels me to deal with the 
separate duties of husband and wife. I shall indeed embark on that once I 
have given a few words of advice on the wedding.ceremony, the prelude to 
marriage, in which ordinary Christians usually make worse mistakes than 
any pagans do, or ever did. There is more than one reason for these mis- 
takes: people are led astray by ambition, extravagance, intemperance, and 
licentiousness. First of all, it is unacceptable to subject a bride and groom, 
who are about to embark on so important and so serious an undertaking, to 
so many ridiculous little rituals, devised in another time and place to cater 
for mere human caprice, as if it were a trivial and a frivolous matter for a 
young man to be united with a pure and chaste virgin. This sacrament need 
involve no more than the bride's journey to the church, the performance of 
the ceremony itself, and her return home. What then can justify the general 
rowdiness and merrymaking, the wanton frolics that go on from breakfast to 
suppertime, to which the blushing bride must admit all comers — open house 
for the whole town! The poor girl is obliged to shake hands with drunkards, 
syphilitics, sometimes with criminals, who have come with an eye more to 
larceny than dancing; in Britain, she even has to kiss them!*° After a riotous 
supper, more dancing, another bout of drinking; the exhausted couple are 
not allowed to retire before midnight. Only a few hours later a mad din and 
tumult break out again outside their bedroom, everyone charges in to make 
obscene remarks, and the madness starts up all over again. In some coun- 
tries this Corybantic frenzy?" goes on for three days. What could be more 
inhuman, more uncivilized than to weary with such nonsense these anxious 
hearts, and these bodies about to take up new burdens? How much more 
pleasant it would be to hold the nuptial feast quietly and soberly with just 
the parents and a few close relatives. 

But here, as everywhere else, ambition, with extravagance in train, en- 
courages a host of evils. The wedding will be considered beggarly unless 
a horde of aristocrats, grandes dames, plutocrats, and other notables is in- 
vited to the feast. A so-called respectable wedding is one where vast sums 
of money are squandered on frippery, where as many guests as possible 
throw up or take a fever from intemperance and exhaustion, and where li- 
cence is freely granted to filthy language and silly pranks. What a splendid 
start to the life of chastity, self-denial, and sobriety on which the groom has 
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embarked, tossing aside the follies of his earlier life! What an atmosphere in 
which to take a wife and teach her chastity and self-denial! Whose doctrine 
is it that the holy state of matrimony should begin with the Bacchanalia?4? 
Is this the way to take a sacrament? Shall a girl on the threshold of mat- 
rimony be initiated into extravagance, wantonness, ambition, and the rest, 
all so incompatible with true marriage? Christians, it is like celebrating the 
festival of Flora in the temple of Vesta!+#? Are these happy omens for a mar- 
riage? It used to be unlawful to speak words of ill omen at a wedding; what 
worse omens than filthy language, obscene behaviour, and lewd stories? 

In ancient times the bride was brought to the groom with her face 
veiled; why show her to everyone now that she had found a husband? Only 
one man need set eyes on her, since she is allowed to please only one. In 
Italy they go to great lengths to keep unmarried girls at home. In Venice, 
they never go out without a chaperone and a veil down to their shoulders; 
you would think they were nuns. In fact it would be more acceptable for a 
girl who has not yet found a husband to be unveiled and paraded in public; 
but why on earth should a girl to whom it is now forbidden to seek to please 
other men be paraded bareheaded through the streets? For whose benefit is 
she unveiled now? For whom is she painted and prinked? 

No less absurd is the custom of distinguishing a virgin from a woman 
of experience by letting her wear her hair loose.*? Is it not enough that her 
husband is satisfied as to her virginity, without the public being called to wit- 
ness? What does such nonsense achieve, except to make impertinent tongues 
wag about a maiden who is, more often than not, quite irreproachable? The 
public is eager for scandal, and the envy provoked by this pointless display 
is a deadly sin. What awful things are sometimes shouted at young girls as 
they process back and forth in full view of everyone, with the cantor in the 
lead more or less inviting the public to see the show? What is the point of 
exposing the glory of virginity to the evil tongues and taunts of men? That 
treasure is safer if it is hidden. And again, what is the point of reproaching 
women about to remarry with their previous marriages? Granted, before 
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marriage there is a distinction between married and unmarried, widow and 
virgin, but now that a marriage has been arranged, what use is this distinc- 
tion? Those married once and those married twice will both be honoured 
before God. But it is humiliating, not honourable, for a blushing young vir- 
gin, her hair unbound, her head bare, painted and apparelled like a har- 
lot, to be exposed to the lustful eyes of the young men and the slanderous 
tongues of the people. Is it an honour for a virgin, whose dowry is, above 
all, her chastity, to be attended by the sighs and catcalls of young men? It is 
no honour, but a kind of prostitution. 

The Gospel declares that anyone who has looked on a woman with lust 
has committed adultery," and not the least part of virginity is an unsul- 
lied reputation. Thus a virgin has lost something of her chastity if she has 
delighted so many eyes, has awoken desire, has been pursued by lustful 
cries and perhaps appeared by night in someone's dreams and suffered de- 
filement, so to speak, as the plaything of a phantom. Indeed, in the ancient 
myth Juno was offended merely because Jupiter subjected a cloud to bion 
in her place;** it was not enough that the adulterer had not touched her, but 
she judged it a Kind of adultery to have been defiled even through an im- 
age and an illusion. Virginity is a fragile thing, like a milk-white rose that 
loses its fresh bloom in the gentlest breath of wind. Therefore, you parents, 
allow the bride to bring her virginity unsullied to her husband's chamber; 
she will be all the dearer to her husband, and her reputation will be all the 
safer. 

Marriage is a holy and a chaste institution, and the ceremony should 
be equally pure and holy, to convince the bride and groom from the outset 
how sober, modest, and gentle are the ways that become marriage. Do you 
believe that marriage is a sacrament of the church? You so believe. Do you 
believe that it was established by God in person? Of course, you so believe. 
Do you believe that the gift of the Spirit is poured out on those who perform 
this sacrament aright? You so believe. Why then is something so solemn and 
so holy accompanied by such unholy rites? 

Come, tell me: when a virgin takes the veil of St Francis or St Dominic, 
who would allow the occasion to be celebrated with silly games, laughter, 
lutes, pipes, foolery, and dancing? On the contrary, the novice is purified by 
confession, prays, puts off the garments of worldly pride, prostrates herself, 
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is veiled and given the host, and with all that listens to a holy exhortation. 
Nothing indecent or foolish about these rites, although a girl entering this 
marriage is taking no new sacraments.?? And yet you approach the great 
sacrament of marriage, which God chose to establish and which the Lord so 
often commended to us both directly and through his apostles, with stupid 
nonsense and extravagant and immoral customs, as though it were a secular 
ceremony. If you receive a sacrament unworthily, your reward will be not 
grace, but God's wrath. Even in the church itself the nonsense continues: 
at the entrance the young men exchange blows with the bridegroom,?* and 
during the service silly gestures and nods are exchanged and rude remarks 
are passed. Who would believe that a solemn act was being performed? Is 
it not a disgrace that the pagans who worshipped idols had holier marriage 
customs than Christians? Everyone seeks a bride who is thrifty, chaste, and 
unassuming - and at the very outset we show her extravagance, immodesty, 
and arrogance. When a deacon is ordained, he cleanses his conscience, he 
readies himself for worship that he may receive the holy mystery in a holy 
frame of mind. How much more appropriate would such holiness be at 
weddings, instead of the goings-on we see now? 

There is intense competition to see who can produce the finest clothes, 
the most sumptuous banquet, the best presents. It appears kind to give the 
newly-weds something for the house, but how has it become the custom 
that the bridegroom has to impoverish himself making gifts that none the 
less bring him more odium than thanks? Some think that these are presents 
not given but returned, while others think of them as the repayment of 
a debt. Many, seeing others get more expensive presents, angrily consider 
themselves slighted, and jealousy increases among the recipients; as a result 
the bridegroom loses popularity and antagonizes — at his own expense - the 
very people he has been trying to please. And thus Christians judge the 
quality of a wedding by the amount of money thrown away on presents! 
Not to mention the crazy cost of the bride’s dress, and I mean crazy: I have 
seen people borrow so much money to deck the bride in her finery that 
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453 Erasmus does not neglect the opportunity to contrast the non-sacramental char- 
acter of monasticism with the sacrament of marriage: cf 260 above, and n160. 
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within a couple of months they have been compelled to sell off their clothes 
and their crockery for a good deal less than they paid for thern. 

What is the point of all this costly display? Are you afraid that your 
bride will neglect her toilet or her appearance? Are you afraid to appear 
more intelligent than the last fellow to bankrupt himself by such extrava- 
gance? Are you really keen to make your less wealthy neighbours all too 
conscious of their poverty? Is not poverty enough of a burden in itself? 
You may think you risk humiliation if you lose this dire competition, but 
you cannot win; even if you surpass all your predecessors, the next man 
will cap even your insanity! Does not your affluence already expose you 
to envy, without your boasting and flaunting it before everyone? Even so, 
nothing is so thoroughly wasted as money laid out on food and drink: no- 
body really thanks you for laying on a public feast, and some even curse the 
host for giving them a fever and indigestion. None the less, people splash 
out three years' income on such nonsense; do Christians have no sumptuary 
laws or censors*? to restrain such behaviour? Marriages are arranged so 
that even people who are not very rich may, following Paul's advice, sup- 
ply their family's needs by the work of their hands, and bestow something 
too upon those who are dogged by poverty.4° And yet, outrageously, well- 
off Christians pour their money away on the doorstep of matrimony and 
leave nothing to pass on to the needy or to spend on their family. 

Now the fact that girls from poor backgrounds also celebrate their 
nuptials with great pomp, though it is either hired or borrowed, will be 
recognized by the more clear-sighted as a kind of momentary respite from 
their poverty, which these days is not just a burden but also a humilia- 
tion. But why do rich girls ostentatiously display their good fortune, which 
they refuse, of course, to share with lesser mortals? They enjoy tormenting 
the needy instead of helping them. The rich should be content with their 
good fortune without reminding others of their poverty and increasing the 
burden they have to bear. 

Indeed, the richer and more powerful you are, the more you should set 
an example of economy to others, which would have the dual effect of mak- 
ing the rich less envied for their luck and the poor less burdened by their 
poverty. What is so wonderful about some egregious prima donna strutting 
down the street exhibiting her expensive jewellery, gold, purple, and furs? 
She can play with them at home whenever she likes. In fact, she would be 
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truly admirable and truly dazzling if she wore a simple, unadorned outfit 
and thus rebuked the ambition of the lesser mortals who use such things 
to advertise themselves beyond the domestic sphere. Which is the greater 
compliment: to hear foolish or vulgar women, gaping at your dazzling gold 
and jewels, say, 'How much of her money has she got on her back? The 
cheapest thing she's wearing is the gold!’ but nothing about your figure or 
your mind? Or to hear wiser spirits saying, ‘What honesty and modesty in 
a wealthy woman! How little are her ways affected by her fortune!? This 
homespun simplicity does her more credit than all the sumptuous display 
of others. Will not ordinary people, who have barely enough to live on, be 
ashamed in the future recklessly to throw around money that exists more 
in their minds than in their wallets? 

Such examples of sobriety and economy will be all the more striking 
if they are set by you, princes and noble ladies, rather than by anyone else. 
Your inferiors readily copy whatever example you set them, and thus the 
less well off will be shamed into restraint, as it were, from shameful in- 
dulgence in luxury, when they see that you disapprove strongly of flaunt- 
ing one's wealth. They will realize that it is done on purpose, since oth- 
erwise the size of your fortune and the independence of your life would 
make extravagance quite justifiable in the people's eyes — but you have de- 
cided against it. Christians must always be mindful of thrift and modera- 
tion. So far from wasting money on riotous living, they should rather spend 
even less on essentials and set aside a portion to relieve the needs of their 
neighbours. 

Even if there appears to be some excuse for pomp, extravagance, and 
wantonness in other areas, surely they must be entirely excluded from a 
wedding, which sets the pattern for married life. But these days the poi- 
son has crept even into this holy remedy - for what else is the profession 
of matrimony but the abjuration of a young man's dissipation, debauchery, 
gluttony, prodigality, and gambling and (if applicable) a young woman's 
haughtiness, excessive pride in her appearance, or wantonness? And yet in 
our society marriage is an initiation into these evils! 

What is baptism but an abjuration of Satan? But nowadays, even there, 
pride makes people competitive. The godparents are chosen either because 
of their social standing or because they may bring expensive presents. But 
Paul taught that anyone under instruction in the faith should give a share 
of all his worldly goods to his teacher;*? these days, perversely, those who 
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play the catechist’s part?? make the gifts, though more out of habit than 
out of conviction. If you wanted to show kindness to the poor, it could be 
done in secret, or under another pretext; why tarnish a sacrament with self- 
advertisement? At the very least, death, which levels rich and poor, high 
and low, should teach us moderation and thrift. But what could be more 
ostentatious and less frugal than our funerals? 

But enough of this lengthy criticism of ordinary people's behaviour; if 
only I could improve it and turn my reproaches into praise! My discussion 
will now return to the subject I interrupted earlier. I have set out the rules 
for embarking upon matrimony clearly enough, I think, and shown that the 
final result nearly always corresponds to the beginning. As I said earlier, 
people who throw themselves into wells, or fall in by accident, will get badly 
hurt, but those who climb down step by step, even into the deepest well, will 
emerge unscathed. Similarly, men who marry in haste, without thinking, 
usually end up complaining - far too late — about their unhappy marriage, 
but you will find very few people disappointed in marriage who, with the 
advice of their elders, have made a careful and deliberate choice and taken 
a wife whom they can love for ever more. Anything that is the result of 
a whim will not last; any decision based on reason and judgment will be 
stable and lasting. 

Now, to prevent the discussion wandering off too aimlessly, I shall 
confine the rest of this discourse to just three subjects, but in such a way 
that I shall not diverge from the plan I established at the beginning. Paul 
considers three things supremely valuable: faith, hope, and charity, 9? and 
these three words also seem to contain the secret of any successful marriage. 
And the greatest of these is charity; if it is present, all the rest is easy and 
straightforward. Closely allied to it is faith, without which mutual good will 
cannot subsist between the partners. Finally there is hope - the hope of a 
happy issue. The reward of a truly Christian marriage is children who are 
obedient and virtuous. 

First of all let us continue our discussion of charity, or love. It must first 
be born, then nourished and strengthened, and finally healed and restored 
if it should happen to break down. It is born, nourished, and maintained 
mostly by the following: natural disposition, similarity of character, equal- 
ity, mutual deference and service, worthy advice and exhortation, and chil- 
dren; it is destroyed by their opposites. Love that changes to hatred for some 
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trivial reason was not true love. Just as a blazing fire made with hares' furt® 
or dry straw will quickly go out unless there is more solid material under- 
neath to keep the flames going, so love that is based on physical attraction 
or some other trivial cause, though it may seem overwhelming for a while, 
cannot last, any more than the things on which it was based. Denser mate- 
rial, such as iron, is slower to ignite, but once alight it retains heat for a long 
time. Again, some materials make a fire smoky or crackly, and others pro- 
duce an unpleasant smell; such is the ‘love’ established between immoral 
people for shameful reasons — soured by quarrels and brawls, life together 
is impossible, and then it is time for infamy’s trumpet to sound. We can ob- 
serve this sort of noise and smoke in certain ill-fated marriages which reach 
the point where the husband is driven from the house, and sometimes the 
wife too; both become the subject of general mockery. A clean fire is made 
with woods called for this reason acapnos, smokeless. A sweet-smelling fire 
is made with cedar wood. You will get a quiet, bright flame from pure wax 
smeared on clean linen, or from asbestos cloth (called ‘quick flax’ because 
it is not consumed by fire)**' dipped in oil that has been thoroughly aged 
to remove any watery residue. This is not the kind of love that is bred in 
sinful and foolish hearts by sensuality, ambition, the thirst for riches, or a 
shared predilection for evil, but the kind that virtue cements between those 
who are devout and temperate. Nothing is more truly lovely or more lov- 
able than this, and if it were visible to our physical sight it would inspire 
many more to love it than any physical beauty or adornment. Again, certain 
materials are quicker to put out fires than to kindle from them. Some people 
have personalities like that, being so rebarbative that they cannot even love 
themselves, let alone maintain a friendship with someone else. 

Itis no wonder that relationships are brief and unhappy if they are bred 
by Cupid, since he is both blind and winged. I am speaking of the earthly 
Cupid, son of the terrestrial Venus,“ who impudently inspires shameless 
and immoral love in first one and then another. He is depicted as blind, be- 
cause such feelings are the product not of reasoned judgment but of heedless 
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460 The image is borrowed from Plutarch Moralia 138r. 

461 Asbestos cloth (linum vivum) is described by Pliny Naturalis historia 19.1.19. 
Acapnos is a grecism used by Martial Epigrams 13.15. 

462 Erasmus distinguishes between the popular association of Cupid and his 
mother with sensuality and their spiritualization by philosophers, particularly 
Platonists, drawing on Plato's Symposium 180-1; cf Enchiridion CWE 66 ID A 
roll-call of the various deities called Cupid and Venus is given by Cicero De 
natura deorum 3.59-60. 


INSTITUTIO CHRISTIANI MATRIMONII LB V 682A 356 


physical passion; he is winged because this tainted love changes rapidly to 
hatred. By turns it brings war, peace, a truce, war again, but nothing con- 
stant, nothing peaceful and enduring. For this reason the poets call the vio- 
lent passions of lovers ‘frenzy’ rather than love.* And rightly so, for when 
reason is dead and buried, what is left but madness? 

However, the philosopher says that there is another Cupid, the child 
of the heavenly Venus, and that none is more clear-sighted than he.^^ He 
does not blind those whom he strikes with his darts, but instead cures their 
blindness and gives them sight. He shows them the beauties of the spirit, 
which reflect the Supreme Beauty. Once it is glimpsed, the lover is trans- 
ported by love for it; it creates and fosters those faultless relationships that 
grow ever deeper and better. There can be no doubt that the source of all 
true beauty is God himself; everything in him is unalloyed goodness, abso- 
lute purity, complete wisdom. He does not begrudge his beauty to others, 
but shares it generously, as James the apostle teaches: ‘Every good gift and 
every perfect gift comes not from the earth but from on high, from the Fa- 
ther of light.^ For he showers sparks of his light upon the hearts of his 
chosen ones, and from them is kindled among the virtuous a kind of loving 
and chaste fire of mutual affection, reflecting its source. For just as God's 
light knows no clouds, nor the play of passing shadows, so the love it in- 
spires is always cloudless and serene, and knows nothing of transient quar- 
rels and jealousies. There is no need for contracts, witnesses, and documents 
between those whom this bond has united; true virtue can never perish. 

Thus it is inward beauty, inward riches, inward nobility that must in- 
spire Christian marriages, and if affection should arise from some other 
cause, it must none the less be transferred from there to ensure that it sur- 
vives. The order of nature decrees that we move on from things that are 
accessible to our physical senses towards those that can be perceived only 
through the workings of the mind. Christian piety must not reject entirely 
this order of things; it gradually pulls feeble humankind away from these 
physical preliminaries and leads it by the hand towards the things of the 
mind. Thus someone enraptured by some example of physical beauty is 
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being made aware, as if in a dream, of that other, truly supreme beauty 
of which Plato thinks some memory is awakened in us, ^ since humans 
seem to have an innate inclination towards good that apparently does not 
exist in animals. When the dream has been shattered, the lover will turn his 
mind's eyes towards the hidden beauties of the soul, and the phantom of 
insubstantial beauty will yield to the truly beautiful. 

The newborn child is nourished by its mother's milk, and adults too 
thrive best on such basic food; similarly, true love is nourished by much the 
same things as gave it birth. Love that is inspired by sensuality or wealth is 
no more true love than those are truly desirable things. A man who takes a 
wife with a large dowry but would never have married her without this in- 
ducement, is in love with money, not his wife. A man who marries a beauty 
out of lust is motivated by love of himself, not of his wife. Nobody calls 
it friendship when people cultivate childless old folk in the hope of an in- 
heritance. It is no more justified to call a young man a lover if he ensnares 
a girl in order to rob her of her dearest possessions — her chastity and her 
good name. Tell me, could an enemy do more? Do enemy soldiers subject 
the girls they capture to worse outrage? Love must be born of honour and 
nourished by honourable conduct. 

The girl whom virtue makes lovable possesses the most effective of 
love potions. If you would be loved, be sure you are lovable - and nothing 
is truly lovable but virtue. This makes those women seem all the more in- 
sane who try to inveigle men into loving them by using cosmetics or spells 
and sorcery. In Xenophon, Ischomachus cleverly used cross-examination to 
reprove his wife's vice.^? He had noted that she was using white lead, anti- 
mony, rouge, and other cosmetic colours to prettify herself, and also built-up 
shoes, like those worn by goddesses and heroines in tragedy, to make her- 
self taller. "Tell me, wife,' he said, ^was not one of the conditions of our mar- 
riage that we should share all our possessions?' She nodded. "Well, would 
you have been pleased if, after you had made your contribution as agreed, I 
had given you paste instead of jewels, pinchbeck instead of real gold, gold- 
plated glass instead of gold bracelets, and, instead of genuine necklaces, 
wooden beads covered with gold, silver, and jewelled coatings? Would you 
reckon such trumpery gifts more precious than the possessions — all I own 
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- that I have in fact put into our pool?’ When his wife replied that she could 
not possibly love a husband who would use her so deceitfully, he contin- 
ued, ‘But of course the major point of our agreement was that we should 
surrender our bodies to one another; true?' The wife nodded once more. 
‘Am I more agreeable to you,’ he asked, ‘will I be dearer to you, if I give 
you my body as it is, untouched by artifice, or if I offer you lips and eyes 
bespattered with red dye?’ She declared that her husband’s eyes could not 
be any dearer to her painted with red than in their natural state, and he 
concluded, ‘Believe me, I feel the same, and take more pleasure in your nat- 
ural complexion than I do in that unnatural face you put on with white lead 
and antimony.’ Accepting this timely advice, the woman threw out all her 
warpaint and other supposed aids to beauty. 

A made-up face is not a face but a mask, and no husband, however 
complaisant, will allow his wife to wear a mask. Moreover, when a woman 
knows what her husband likes but paints her face and does her hair in some 
other way, she is admitting a desire to please other men — not the action 
of a virtuous woman, whose greatest achievement is to satisfy just the one 
man to whom she was betrothed and given in marriage, for whom she put 
on her veil. For a marriageable girl to have her face painted is a sort of 
confidence trick; for a married woman to be made up is a kind of adultery. 
What husband is so foolish as to be taken in by his wife’s cosmetics, if he 
knows she is wearing them? And is any husband so unobservant as to miss 
the fact, either in the morning, when she is at her toilet, or when she takes 
a bath, or sweats, or on some other occasion when the make-up comes off, 
as in Galen's story?! A game of ‘follow my leader' was being played at a 
party, he tells us; each guest had a turn at being the leader. A little harlot 
called Phryne, seeing that many of the women present were wearing layers 
of nail varnish and rouge, ordered that everyone should put both hands in a 
basin of water she had brought in and should at once rub them over the face, 
then wipe off the water with a towel. When it was done, the women's make- 
up was ruined and their faces looked hideous; the make-up had peeled off 
in some places, but patches of it remained in others, and it was smeared and 
blotchy. Only Phryne looked clean, and seemed even prettier than before, 
because she was wearing no make-up. 
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This was probably sufficient punishment for the whores who were, | 
imagine, the guests at that party; but a Christian wife who tries to deceive 
her husband with cosmetic tricks deserves something more severe. Either 
she is extremely foolish, or she takes her husband for a complete fool, if she 
expects to hoodwink him, and she shows scant respect for her husband's 
tastes if she believes that this phoney complexion will give him any pleas- 
ure. What would a man say if he asked his wife for a kiss and she offered 
him a cheek smeared with tar? You might as well look at your husband 
through a glass screen as through a film of antimony. Even if she has man- 
aged to find a husband so stupid that he enjoys being taken in by all these 
cosmetic lies, it is indecent for a Christian bride (who has chosen to be a 
wife, not a mistress) to pander to the desires of such a husband. She must 
give her husband modest physical satisfaction, not the exotic services of the 
harlot. 

Thus marriage should have no truck with love potions, drugs, pills, 
and paint; unadorned beauty and a wholesome appearance are all that 
is needed. Love based on deception or constraint is not love. If the hus- 
band is easy to please, her sex alone will be sufficient recommendation; 
if he is more fussy, pleasant manners and cheerful conversation will be 
the most effective spell or induction.*°? At the court of Olympias, mother 
of Alexander the Great, a certain woman, with whom Philip was desper- 
ately in love, was accused of using magic potions to enrapture the king. 
The queen ordered her to appear, but when she came and proved to be 
handsome, self-assured, and well-spoken, Olympias said, "We can forget 
the charges of witchcraft; the only potion you need is yourself. How 
much more easily can a wife, who lives constantly at her husband's side, 
arouse his love. Circe, after all, is supposed to have been a skilled en- 
chantress; she used to turn the men she attracted into various kinds of 
beast." But in so doing she could not accomplish her desires, nor would 
they love the woman who had wronged them, should they return to their 
senses. Ulysses' companions, whom she turned into pigs, did not make very 
agreeable company — unless perhaps she was a devotee of grunting! She 
truly loved Ulysses alone (whom she failed to bewitch), struck by his char- 
acter and his words rather than his appearance; but he could never love 
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Circe or Calypso*” for long, since both used magic on him. He was stead- 
fast in his love for Penelope, who, instead of make-up and magic, used 
modesty. : 

Christians should not waste much time on their physical appearance; 
our self-restraint should be apparent not only in the naturalness of our ap- 
pearance and the sobriety of our meals, but also in our dress. The body is a 
kind of clothing for the soul, and dress is a covering for the body; just as the 
body projects a certain image of the mind, through gesture and expression, 
the brow and the eyes, so dress can be a sure sign of physical chastity and 
modesty. What an outcry there would be if the dress of a man entering Bene- 
dict's or Francis' order did not correspond to his profession! It would be no 
less shocking if someone who has in baptism renounced the world and all of 
Satan's trappings should in his attire parade the world and the trappings of 
Satan! If a woman were married to a man who had not yet confessed Christ, 
perhaps Paul would forgive her for dressing a little too ostentatiously in 
deference to her husband's ways.*” She could echo Esther: "Lord, you know 
the compulsion I am under, and that I hate the symbol of pride and glory 
that I wear on my head when I must appear in public.7* But when a Chris- 
tian woman has married a Christian, she must reckon that nothing pleases 
her husband more than to see her dress as a professed Christian should; 
and if the husband happens to forget Christian principles himself, she must 
adjure him to remember them. If she cannot persuade him to change at once, 
she must acquiesce, but within certain limits, helping him gradually to see 
the truth; if he cannot be won over by shock tactics, he may be swayed 
by constant reminders. Virtue is a powerful weapon if you persevere with 
it. If a monk puts on a soldier's tunic instead of his Franciscan habit, he is 
called an apostate.*” If instead of everyday clothes a Christian wears all-silk 
garments, which even the Roman emperors found distasteful," or, worse, 
cloth of gold studded with jewels, then he has thrown off the dress of his 
order and is thereafter in some sense an apostate, unless his soul protests 
that he is under duress. 
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There is a good way for a wife to soothe a husband who is annoyed 
by the modesty of her attire; she could reproach him - tacitly*”” — in the fol- 
lowing words: ‘My dearest husband, did we not agree that we would both 
practise, with equal zeal, the religion in which we were baptized?’ ‘Yes.’ 
"Now, where can we find better religious principles than in Holy Scrip- 
ture?’ ‘Nowhere better.’ ‘And you will not insist that I obey you, if you 
tell me to do something that is plainly contrary to its teaching?’ ‘I’m not 
so wicked as to ask you to do anything of the kind.’ "That's exactly what 
I thought ... and yet St Paul, writing to Timothy, clearly laid down rules 
about the appearance expected of respectable women: "Similarly," he says, 
“women must dress in an appropriate manner, modestly and soberly, with- 
out elaborate hairstyles, gold, pearls, or costly clothes, but as befits women 
professing godliness through good works." 478 Paul here requires a wife to 
conceal her body, not parade half naked through the streets, and to conceal 
it beneath a dress befitting a woman who professes godliness. Decorous ap- 
pearance does not consist in carefully styled or dyed hair, in necklaces of 
gold or jewels, or in costly purple and fine linen, but in the true adornments 
of the heart — your virtues. 

Peter makes the same point still more clearly: 'Similarly, women are 
to be subject to their husbands, so that even if the latter do not believe, 
they may be won over without a word being said, by their daily contact 
with their wives, as they observe with respect your holy way of life. Your 
beauty should reside not in your hairstyle, your gold bracelets, or your 
fashionable clothes, but be hidden in your hearts, in a spirit that is im- 
perturbably calm and modest, a most precious ornament in the eyes of 
God. Thus too in days gone by the best of women placed their hopes in 
God and adorned themselves with obedience to their husbands."*? If the 
prince of the apostles counselled simplicity in their attire even to women 
who had married unbelievers, to help in their conversion, how much more 
unseemly it is for a Christian husband to demand of his Christian wife 
an appearance that is neither suitable for a respectable woman nor effec- 
tive in safeguarding her modesty. Would it not be infinitely preferable 
that the money squandered on adorning her body be spent in relieving 
the poor? 
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The ancients were quite right to say that similarity, especially of char- 
acter and temperament, was the father of love.**° But the precise nature of 
this similarity is very important. It is no good if people are brought together 
because they have the same faults. There will be little stability in a union 
based on things that are subject to the whims of fortune, to mishap, or to the 
passing of time, such as physical attraction, youth, beauty, a dowry, health, 
or strength. Only a set of shared virtues will tie the ‘Herculean knot’ used, 
we are told, in ancient wedding ceremonies.** The Greek proverb, too, is 
not far wide of the mark: ‘People are brought together less by misdeeds than 
by misfortune.9^ For example, a bastard will get on well with another, or 
an exile with an exile, a maid with a serving-man, a lame woman with a 
cripple, a monster with a monster. 

By similarity, we really mean equality. Of course, there can be simi- 
larities between those who are not equals, and equality between those who 
are not alike. When a pauper marries a millionaire, there is neither similar- 
ity nor equality between them, and we may rightly consider her sold into 
slavery, not given in marriage. Again, when a woman of noble birth mar- 
ries a commoner, the match is unbalanced and exposed to scandal. When 
people are matched in wealth, age, family, and appearance, then both sim- 
ilarity and equality are present. But when the daughter of a noble but im- 
poverished house marries a plutocratic plebeian, there is no similarity but 
a certain equality between them. Again, when an eminent scholar marries 
a noblewoman, or a distinguished doctor weds a wealthy woman, there is 
a certain equality between these dissimilar people, so long as they put their 
different qualities to equally profitable use. 

But in any case Christians should not bother with these niggling cal- 
culations, since the Lord Jesus, who presides at weddings, made us equal 
in so many ways. He redeemed us by the same death, he washed us in 
the same blood, he justified us with the same faith, he refreshes us with the 
same Spirit, he strengthens us with the same sacraments, he honours us with 
the same name, calling us his brothers and the children of God, and he has 
summoned us all to share the same inheritance of heavenly life. Why, then, 
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are you calculating her income? Why are you consulting the annals about 
her family tree? Forget about your birth, and hers; what about your rebirth? 
Can you consider her beneath you, when God accepts her as a daughter, and 
Christ as a sister? How can she be poor, when she shares Christ's inheri- 
tance? An honest Christian will appreciate his wife by scrupulously weigh- 
ing her good points. If she happens to be less than beautiful, observe the 
beauty of her soul; she is pretty enough if she is chaste, restrained, and mod- 
est. She may be penniless, but hard-working and thrifty, quick to acquire 
property and careful to look after it; her dowry will be large enough if she 
is endowed with these qualities. 

Here, of course, you must view her with the honest, dovelike eyes of 
the gospel, not with the squinting, devious gaze of the Pharisee.4® There 
are certain optical instruments that enlarge objects, and others that make 
them seem smaller; some make things lighter, others darker, and still others 
make it easier to see things in the distance though they make closer things 
indistinct. But the eye of the Pharisee is inconsistent and looks askance, since 
even the smallest faults in other people appear very large to him, while his 
own faults, however great, appear very small when he turns his gaze on 
them. Indeed, either he fails to see them at all, like a blind man, or else 
he hallucinates or, to use a more expressive Greek word, TapapAemet, he 
sees things wrong, judging a vice to be a virtue and condemning others' 
virtues as vices. He is perspicacious, even lynx-eyed, ^? about things that 
are at a distance but purblind to those closer to him; he reminds us of those 
vampires who were said to blunder into things at home, whereas outside 
nothing could be concealed from their eyes. Very different are the kind and 
dovelike eyes I mentioned, which will wink at many of their neighbour's 
faults, either by giving him the benefit of the doubt or by making light of 
them; but they are harsher judges of their own faults. If you have eyes of 
this kind, then inequality will not trouble you too much. 

However, experience suggests that inequality will matter less if it is the 
husband who outshines his wife; he is more powerfully swayed by reason, 
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whereas feelings have a stronger hold on her. Given the slightest excuse, a 
woman's feelings will rapidly bring her to despise her husband. But a truly 
charitable Christian will treat his wife with ever» greater consideration if 
she happens to be much poorer than he in the things ordinary people prize 
than if they were on an equal footing. The less well off are always apt to be 
touchy, so that often they take an unguarded remark or a joke as an insult. 
If you playfully call a pretty girl an old hag, she will not mind; but it might 
offend an older or less pretty woman. Paul taught us that those parts of the 
body considered less honourable must be treated with greater respect; ^^? to 
do so is to increase our respect for ourselves. By analogy, is not a husband 
who disparages his wife also demeaning himself? Each partner must always 
show respect for the other, but especially in the presence of other people 
or when the partner is absent. No one will look down on a wife, however 
lowly her origins, if it is clear to all that she is precious to her husband, that 
she is dear to him above all else. You must not say to yourself, ‘She is of low 
birth; she brought me almost nothing.’ Say instead, ‘She is my wife.’ Still 
less should a wife be thinking, ‘This man does not deserve my loyalty and 
obedience.’ She should instead be saying, ‘He is my husband; the allegiance 
I give him, I give to the Lord.'^? 

Again, a husband may defer to his wife in the sense that he will some- 
times swallow his pride, but he will never surrender his authority; he will 
be consistently friendly and obliging, but he will never grovel. Nature has 
ordained this, the Scriptures teach it, and indeed it works to the advantage 
of women themselves. Even among the Persons of the Trinity there is a hi- 
erarchy, though it demeans none of them. Where there is no order, there is 
no respect. If the plough drives the ox*?? — if, that is, the established order 
is overturned - the result will be disaster. 

It is possible to err in two different ways here. Some husbands are 
so inept in handling their rich and well-born wives that they try to repress 
them and bring them down until they are sufficiently humiliated to be domi- 
nated without difficulty. This strikes me as altogether inadvisable: you might 
as well teach a large and spirited horse to bend its knees to let you mount 
because you are too short, weak, or clumsy with horses to get on by your- 
self." You can also find friends and rulers of this kind. People belittle and 
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humiliate their friends to make them more deferential, and certain princes 
enhance their own power by attacking and enfeebling their subjects and 
their neighbours. Anyone treating friends that way quickly changes from a 
friend to a master, and ends up with slaves and flatterers instead of friends. 
Similarly, any prince who manages to enhance his power only at the expense 
of his subjects and neighbours has clearly sunk from king to tyrant; citizens 
and allies have now become bondsmen and covert enemies. If the nation he 
is called on to govern*” is insignificant, a skilful prince will work to raise 
its prestige; if it is already rich and renowned, he will accept the challenge 
to match or even outshine the glories of his new realm by the noble virtue 
and diligence with which he rules it. These principles are still more vital 
in friendship; without some measure of equality the very notion of friend- 
ship cannot survive. Thus, if your wife possesses outstanding qualities, do 
not try to bring her down, like a muleteer trying to flatten a pack-saddle by 
putting rocks in the part that sticks up; instead, you should yourself strive 
for moral improvement and rise to your wife’s level. In any case, no one 
will begrudge a wife her glory if he bears in mind that, legally, in marriage 
all property belongs to the husband rather than the wife! 

These insecure husbands show a similar attitude towards their house- 
hold, envying it as they would an individual; they cannot bear independent 
spirits and will put up only with the most abject toadies: to these alone will 
they give houseroom. I can well believe that they would like to turn their 
servants into asses; it would make them that much easier to enslave. The 
famous playwright is relevant here: ‘Misgovernment will bring down the 
best government.” It is no great feat to govern asses, or people who are 
little different from asses, but it is a noble achievement to govern properly 
a community of independent, free, and lofty spirits. In this sphere the wife 
yields to her husband, but takes a share in the government and protects his 
flank.49* Thus husbands are quite wrong to try to turn their wives into mere 
maidservants. 

No less misguided are spineless husbands who allow their wives to 
become their rulers, as Epictetus, rather crudely but none the less truthfully, 
warns us. Physical passion prompts them to indulge their wives’ every 
whim while they are young and beautiful. They court them with gifts, which 
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was forbidden, not without reason, even by the laws of the pagans.* They 
allow them to do as they please — wear whatever clothes and make-up they 
like, eat what they like, go where they please. They flatter and grovel, call- 
ing them ^mistress,' and themselves ^willing slaves.' By the time their wives' 
youthful beauty has withered, they have in fact become mistresses, and 
tyrannical ones at that, but the husbands cannot really complain, since they 
were responsible. It smacks of tyranny to undermine your wife's self-esteem 
so you can order her about like a maid, but to surrender to a wife's rule 
is the height of foolishness. A spirited horse will repeatedly throw a rider 
who cannot rein him in, but a skilful horseman will be safe on his back.^?7 

Thus many husbands err in one of these two ways, and it is the same 
story with the women. Some of them are discontented, envious, it may be, 
of their husband’s distinction, and keep complaining that they have been 
sold into slavery, not given in marriage; they could avoid this if they would 
only buck up and remember that a husband’s good fortune is shared by his 
wife. Whom do you envy, woman, if you envy your husband? Why, no one 
but yourself! Most people will confess their hates, but no one will admit 
to jealousy, because to be envious is to admit your inferiority. If it is so 
shaming to envy someone else, is it not much worse to envy yourself? 

By contrast, some women aim to bend their husbands to their will, and 
to lead them by the nose like oxen. They unhinge them with drugs, called 
philtres in Greek, which they think will force the man, however unwilling, 
to love them. But what in the end do they gain by these black arts? They 
spend their lives like Circe with her pigs and asses; how else to describe 
men bewitched by drugs and magic incantations?*9? What sort of mentality 
have such women, who prefer to rule over senseless, dumb madmen than 
to obey wise and sensible husbands? On a journey, any rational person will 
prefer to follow someone who can see and who knows the way, rather than 
to lead a blind man.*?? If lethargy, mental derangement, or some accident 
has impaired a husband's faculties, will not his wife complain that she is 
the most wretched of women, condemned to spend her life with a lunatic? 
And yet these women think themselves lucky if they can make a sane man 
lose his mind! 
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I said a few words earlier about flexibility. There is no personality 
so completely rounded that one could not wish it changed in some way or 
other. Nor will you easily find a pair of human beings so completely rec- 
onciled to life together that a certain weariness with each other's company 
will not arise — unless each in turn gives way to the other when appro- 
priate. As the father in the comedy says, 'It is not essential that a husband 
should have things all his own way.^"" Still less is this true of a wife. A lit- 
tle rain often stills a mighty wind,” and similarly a quarrel, which may 
get out of hand if both parties stand their ground, may be patched up and 
settled by a soft and conciliatory answer, sometimes even by a timely wit- 
ticism. A soft answer turns away wrath,” and silence sometimes does the 
same. Some people are easily moved to anger, but their anger subsides as 
quickly as it arose, unless they are provoked further. With them the sim- 
plest way to avoid the worst trouble is to keep quiet for a while, until they 
return to their normal selves. As a result, friendly relations are not only pre- 
served intact but actually improved; the man, regaining his senses, realizes 
that he has been upset for no good reason, and is annoyed with himself; 
he is thus even better disposed towards a wife whose gentle nature com- 
pensates for his pointless tantrums. Therefore, if something crops up that 
requires a warning to her husband, a wife will find him much more willing 
to listen at an opportune moment. Also, she will be ill advised to recall any 
particularly unpleasant thing he may have said while angry, especially as 
he may not remember saying it! Instead, she should tell herself, “That was 
anger speaking, not my husband." 

In such situations keeping silence, always an ornament in a virtuous 
wife, will also provide a ready cure. Not the kind of silence where her 
tongue is still but her face speaks volumes, betraying her obstinacy and her 
disregard for her husband; such eloquent silence is worse than any words. 
No, her face should be respectful and grave, reflecting the feelings in her 
heart, but without a trace of resentment or scorn. However, although some 
people do not like to be answered back, others find silence more than a little 
offensive. In this case, as the Greek proverb says, the best doctor for a hurt 
mind is gentle but salutary advice, a few well-chosen words, halfway be- 
tween silence and a full riposte. You could say, for example, that things are 
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better than they seem, or that it will be easy to put things right, or that what 
is done cannot be undone by shouting. But if there is a danger that your 
words, however soothing, will upset him, the safest course is to keep silent. 

In any case, even when your husband is entirely calm, you must never 
give him the rough edge of your tongue. A wife who makes war on her 
husband is making war on God, who said, 'You shall be in your husband's 
power, and he shall be lord over you.^"* Charity softens this rule, but it does 
not remove the husband's power; thus Paul commands women to be silent 
in church, 'because they have a sign of authority on their heads.' He also 
calls the man the head of the woman.*” Thus religious obligation makes 
the woman subject to the man. But even if this had not been laid down 
in Holy Writ, reason alone would convince us that soft words or silence 
will be more effective than rage. An intelligent wife will naturally want her 
husband to grant her wish; if a gentle and modest request will achieve this 
more surely than a harsh and haughty demand, why start a quarrel, which 
will usually do no more than turn his anger into fury? Not to mention that 
sometimes hard words are answered by hard blows. Boreas is the fiercest 
of the winds: he drives the clouds, calls up thunder, shatters the oaks, and 
heaves up earthquakes.? By contrast, Zephyr is the gentlest of the winds: 
his breath coaxes the flowers from the earth. Yet when Boreas tries to snatch 
a traveller's cloak, what happens? The traveller pulls it tighter or puts on a 
thicker coat. But when the gentle breeze Favonius?” begins to blow, he will 
take off both cloak and jacket of his own accord. A wife should learn from 
this example how much better it is to deal gently with her husband than 
to quarrel and brawl. ‘Do not strike fire with a sword,’ said Pythagoras 
and the noble playwright was right when he said, 'A good woman rules her 
husband by obeying him.” 

The most honourable victory is that won by patience, and for a woman 
the best way to rule is through obedience. If the wife is upset by that streak 
of cruelty that nature instilled in the male sex, she should remind herself 
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that this harshness, however unpleasant at times, could be the salvation of 
the household. It is a kind of seed-bed of the courage a husband needs when 
he must risk his life for his wife and children. Would a wife want her hus- 
band to be lacking in manly spirit then? When his wife's honour is at stake, 
what will a husband not dare? Therefore you women must put up with 
your husbands' innate roughness in everyday life; you may find that it will 
save your lives if the need arises for a man of courage. When you and your 
children, your lives and your possessions, must be saved from an enemy's 
assault, would you rather have a monkey or a lion for a husband? A lion, 
of course. Give your lion the respect he deserves, careful not to stir him 
to justified anger against you. More people will treat you, the lion's wife, 
with respect if you always show respect for your lion. It is better to be a li- 
oness, the obedient mate of a friendly lion, than to be the playmate of an 
ape. In ancient times, it was customary for the bride, when first brought 
into the bridegroom's house, to say, ‘Wherever you are, Caius, there shall 
I, Caia, be Similarly, you must say to yourself, ‘Wherever you are, my 
lion, there shall be your lioness; where you are the master, I shall be the 
mistress; where you are the lord, I shall be the lady; where you are ruler of 
the house, I shall rule by your side.’ But if you try to be Caius and not Caia, 
there will soon be no house and no household. 

None the less, there are some areas in which the husband should yield 
to his wife now and then, either because they are unimportant, or because 
they fall within the province of womankind, or because they are specifi- 
cally domestic matters. An example of the first kind would be if the wife 
preferred some particular form of dress (so long as there was nothing in- 
decorous about it), or if she had her own special fasts or prayers. A husband 
might well wink at these for a while, although it is generally safer to get 
the wife accustomed to fall in with her husband's wishes in small matters 
as well as in great. Thus it will be more a matter of winking at them than 
of yielding to her explicitly. But in matters that are the province of women, 
such as cooking, shopping, looking after the small children, and supervis- 
ing the maids, the husband will not be too quick to intervene, unless he sees 
something that really needs to be rectified, and he will not mind giving way 
if he sees that his wife knows better than he does. 
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In more important areas, too, the female sex can sometimes give ad- 
vice worthy of a man, for example in urging him to abandon some feud of 
his. The philosophers grant that women are often ready with the sort of im- 
promptu advice they would not manage after long deliberation, as a man 
might; in fact, a man's judgment is often impaired if he yields to a sudden 
impulse. In such a case, a man should not be ashamed to listen to good ad- 
vice from his wife. Abraham deferred to his wife Sarah and allowed her 
opinion to prevail when they disagreed: he sent away the maidservant and 
her son.?"’ At first he found it hard to accept: ‘Send away your son and his 
mother.' But the Lord told him, 'Do not think it hard on your son and your 
maidservant; listen to Sarah and all that she has told you.' You husbands 
must accept that the Lord says the same to you, whenever your wife's ad- 
vice affects your reputation or your welfare; you must believe that God dic- 
tates whatever reason tells you to do. Many have found it profitable to fol- 
low their servants' advice, and so you should be all the more eager to accept 
your wife's. Of course, some people are so contrary that if something seems 
right to their partner, they will oppose it for the very reason that the other 
supports it; there is no matter so trivial that the one will deign to give way 
to the other. No wonder that ‘charity grows cold^?'^ between such people. 

Now, there is embedded in human nature a certain ayixopov, a sort 
of fastidious impatience with things as they are, which means that nothing 
pleases them for very long, and that they quickly get tired even of the most 
agreeable things. There are two remedies for this affliction: intermission?” 
and service.?'* To break off marital relations for a while may serve to renew 
the pleasures of friendship, while performing little services for each other 
may rekindle your mutual affection, like blowing gently on a fire. 

Intermission is a useful way to improve a relationship that is becoming 
tedious. However, total separation of husband and wife is not the aim; for 
many, such as businessmen and courtiers, it comes with the job, and in their 
case wedded bliss is imperilled more by these lengthy absences than by con- 
stant companionship. Paul laid down precise rules about sleeping apart; 


+t + ook ox 


511 See Gen 21:10-12. 

512 Matt 24:12 

515 Intermissio, interruption, used here in the restricted sense of breaking off mar- 
ital relations temporarily 

514 Here, officium might equally be translated ‘favours’ or ‘courtesy,’ but Erasmus 
later introduces the notion of obligation, which is the most common meaning 
of the term in Latin. 

515. See 1 Cor 7:5. 


INSTITUTION OF CHRISTIAN MATRIMONY LB V 689D 371 


if it is done tactfully and by mutual consent, it may contribute much to 
preserving the freshness of the couple's affection for one another. 

Giving small presents is a crude way of gaining affection. Love cannot 
be bought, unless perhaps the gifts commend themselves not so much by 
their cost as by their symbolism or the evidence that some thought has gone 
into them, or if they make a tasteful joke: things like letters, poems, antique 
medallions, original drawings. However, it is rather risky to introduce such 
ideas into a discussion of matrimony, as I may open a window on things 
prohibited by the law.> The very word ‘service’ includes all the things that 
a husband must do for a wife, and a wife for a husband. Such obligations 
also exist between parents and children, masters and servants, and this will 
be touched on later; without them, harmony cannot reign in the household. 
At the moment I am thinking of less weighty kinds of service, but ones that 
will increase and preserve mutual affection and help to soothe potential 
hostility. For example: send your husband off on a journey with a kiss and 
good wishes, and greet his return with a smiling and eager face; when he 
is off to business or the court, accompany him to the door, and welcome 
him joyfully when he returns; include words of love and respect in any 
complaint you have to make. A wife should not say too much about her 
absent husband, not even in praise of him; if she must, she should make it 
brief and respectful, either concealing or making light of any fault in him. 
Again, if she knows that something is precious to him, a little bird, a dog, or 
anything else, she must take special care of it. These are small things, but of 
no small importance in maintaining affection between husband and wife. 
The husband will compete with his wife in performing these little services. 
If something goes wrong, these services will make things better; if nothing 
is wrong, their affection will be aroused and renewed by them. 

Again, any children married couples have together, bind chains of 
adamant around their married love. Of course, anyone can perform little 
services for another, but not everyone can have children. We have a natural 
instinct to show love and devotion to them. Moreover, the more they love 
their children, the less a husband and wife will find to quarrel about. Those 
nations who lived with nature as their sole guide called children 'pledges.^'7 
Now a pledge is normally something given to guarantee a contract, in the 
same way that hostages are exchanged; indeed, princes attempting to make 
a lasting treaty will give and receive as hostages those who are dearest to 
them, and sometimes it is the worse for them if one of the parties goes back 
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on his word. But how much more sacred is the pledge devised by nature! 
When a wife has a child by her husband, each gives the other a hostage in 
which both of them live and breathe, like two beings made one; the child 
will be dearer to each than they are to themselves. Artful nature ensures that 
the husband gives a hostage to the wife, and the wife to the husband. Thus 
they refuse to be parted, from innate love of their children, and they cannot 
be parted, since the possession of children is indivisible. When people go 
different ways, they can usually say, ‘Take what belongs to you.’ But when 
it comes to children, who shall say to whom, “Take what belongs to you’? In 
this case neither of you can take what belongs to you without taking what 
belongs equally to both of you. 

Here we may contemplate nature's marvellous attention to detail: both 
partners are delineated in the same face, both are represented in the same 
little body. The husband sees a portrait of his wife there, the wife sees an 
image of her husband. Often some feature of a grandparent's face will reap- 
pear in the child, or it may be the image of its great-uncle or great-aunt: all 
the more reasons for feeling affection and obligation towards your children. 
Anyone who turns a deaf ear to nature's message here has not merely ceased 
to be a Christian but has ceased to be human; he has fallen to a level below 
the beasts, become fiercer and wilder than a lion or tiger. 

I believe that this is why there is no special injunction to parents to 
love their children, in the same way that no one is ordered to love him- 
self. Solon was asked why he had decreed no punishment for parricide, al- 
though he had prescribed punishments for much less serious crimes. He 
replied that he never thought so heinous a crime would be committed in 
his city.” Nature has so engraved this law in the innermost hearts of all 
that a man-made law seems quite superfluous. It is indeed wonderful that 
nowhere are more examples of devotion to duty to be found than in areas 
where there is no law to prescribe one's duties. The historians recount such 
things of friends, though not so many; human history overflows with ex- 
amples of fathers who did not hesitate to lay down their own lives to save 
their children. We read of Aeneas that ‘all the loving father’s thoughts were 
for Ascanius.^"? The Lord cries out in Isaiah, ‘Can a woman forget her in- 
fant, and not take pity on the child of her womb?” But alas, for human 
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wickedness! There are women in Christendom who will murder newborn 
babes, who will procure abortion and kill the unborn child.^*' But let us dis- 
miss from this discussion what are more like rare and terrible freaks than 
true examples. Thus, if you have children, you have hostages for your love 
for one another; but even if you have not, where there is love there is no 
barrenness. Remember how Elkanah consoled his wife: "Why is your heart 
full of grief? Am I not more to you than ten sons??? 

Now, not only is the wife's education?? of great importance in sealing 
the love between them, but it is also largely the husband's responsibility. 
What the comic poet said of children is no less applicable to a wife: "What 
any man wants her to be, that is what she is.^^* Just as a husband must 
choose to marry a girl who shows that she is willing and able to learn, so 
once they are married the husband's first and most important concern must 
be to imbue his wife with the precepts of Christian philosophy, gradually 
instilling in her a love of study and of true virtue. If their circumstances 
allow her the time, it will be most valuable for the girl to be instructed 
in Greek and Latin. If slender resources mean that she must work with her 
hands, still she must be instructed to the extent that she can read the vernac- 
ular language fluently; no little wisdom can be imbibed from translations. 
To prevent her thoughts drifting off, as women's do, into idle dreams, her 
husband must prepare her for reading by expounding certain basic princi- 
ples himself, and must supervise her reading until she is used to swimming 
without a lifebelt.?^? 

I am not suggesting that all this will permit the wife to miss sermons 
in church.>”° On the contrary, she will get more out of them in this way: she 
must listen to them carefully and often, but she will bring home from them 
more sound instruction if she has gone to church prepared by her reading. 


+ ox ox ox 


521 Cf the impassioned diatribe against abortionists in De conscribendis epistolis 
CWE 25 138-9. 

522 1 Sam 1:8 

523 Erasmus had dramatized many of the themes here in the 1524 colloquy Abbatis 
et eruditae ("The Abbot and the Learned Lady’) CWE 39 501-5, which also in- 
cludes a satirical contrast with monkish ignorance. On the general question, see 
R. Kelso Doctrine for the Lady of the Renaissance (Illinois 1956), and J.K. Sowards 
‘Erasmus and the Education of Women’ The Sixteenth Century Journal 13 (1982) 
77-89. 

524 Terence Adelphi 399 (adapted) 

525 Adagia 1 viii 42 

526 Cf the role played by sermons in the education of More's daughters, Ep 
1233 142-9. 


INSTITUTIO CHRISTIANI MATRIMONII LB V 691B 374 


If there is to be no reading, then her husband, her tutor, will take the place 
of books, and he must train her not only to understand what she hears but 
also to remember it. 5o many things escape an untrained mind that it might 
as well not have listened; such people think that the human mind cannot 
possibly remember a long speech, whereas to the trained mind nothing is 
simpler. It will therefore assist her understanding and her memory if, before 
going to a sermon, the wife has studied a digest of the subject on which the 
preacher is to speak. The husband will at the same time ensure that she 
gets used to listening only to the best preachers; chosen at first because they 
are the best, in time they will also come to be the most enjoyable. After 
the couple have been to hear a sermon together, the husband will choose a 
time and place to ask his wife what she has heard; these first examinations 
must not be too rigorous, but softened with praise and flattery, until her 
untutored mind has developed. At the same time the husband will carefully 
explain how the preacher began, what themes he dealt with, how he moved 
from one subject to the next, what memorable things he said about each, 
whether he made use of any digressions,” and whether he added anything 
new in his conclusion. All this will improve the woman's judgment and her 
memory. It will not be inappropriate to point out some correct or incorrect 
methods of argument, and the use of similes and examples; the latter, being 
drawn from life, are accessible to everyone and can be expounded even to 
the thickest, as it were, of Minerva’s followers.??? 

When this has gone on for a month or two and the wife's judgment 
and memory have become more dependable, it will be a good idea for each 
of them to attend a different sermon, on the understanding that the wife 
will tell her husband what she has heard, and vice versa. In this way the 
intellectual benefits will double, and the two will also find a certain pious 
pleasure in their discussions. Gradually the husband will remove all com- 
monplace and muddled notions from his wife's mind, and replace them by 
true, philosophical ones. A woman cannot give birth to a proper child un- 
less her husband has impregnated her with fertile seed; anything else she 
may bear will be without form and composed merely of corrupt humours, 
what doctors call a *mole.??? Still more corrupt will be the offspring of the 
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female mind, unless a man has instilled in it healthy ideas, like fertile seeds, 
from which there will quickly grow a crop of the finest virtues — piety, so- 
briety, chastity, and self-restraint. When the woman realizes how much her 
husband's instruction has changed her, and compares herself with what she 
was before, she will begin to congratulate herself: 'Oh, how lucky I was to 
find such a husband! What a mindless creature I would have been without 
such a teacher!’ She will now begin not only to love him as a husband but to 
admire him as a teacher and respect him like a father; or, to put itin a more 
Christian fashion, to venerate God in her husband. Now trivial infatuation 
will yield to this new Cupid, and she will no longer believe that her happi- 
ness depends solely on her husband making her a mother. She will admit 
that he has sown in her a much superior seed, whose offspring will never 
grow weak and old, but will wax stronger with the passing of the years. 
Hecuba is numbered among fortunate women: she was queen of Ilium, 
and her children were both numerous and highly gifted. All this she owed 
to her husband Priam. But what of it? When her fortunes changed for the 
worse, the violence of her grief transformed her, it is said, into a she-dog.?*” 
If she had learned from her husband not to be downcast by misfortune or 
complacent about good fortune, or that it is only in the mind that good or 
evil makes us happy or unhappy, she would have owed him more than if 
he had made her queen of all Asia. In Homer, Andromache says to Hector, 
"You are at once a father, a revered mother, and a brother to me.’ Are these 
mere names — father, mother, brother, husband — so very important? More 
fortunate by far is the woman who can say: "Under your tutelage 1 have 
changed from an animal to a human, from a weak creature to a strong and 
resolute woman, from a Pharisee to a true Christian. I laugh at witchcraft; 
I no longer swoon at eclipses, thunder, or earthquakes, having learned that 
all have natural causes. I give thanks to God for both good and ill fortune, 
knowing that whatever happens is sent by him, and that whatever he sends 
is for our good. I try my best to do good to everyone, and do not allow God's 
grace to remain idle in me.?^ None the less, I place my hopes of salvation 
not in my deeds or my merits, but in the boundless compassion of the Lord 
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Jesus, who will not desert those who trust in him with all their heart. Thus 
I am not weary of life, yet I look forward cheerfully to my last hour. Must 
I not conclude that the man who taught me all this was performing God's 
task?' 

A husband may think he has done his duty if he buys his wife a daz- 
zling dress or an expensive ring, but in reality he has done her wrong. A 
husband has done his duty if he has persuaded his wife to despise fine 
clothes, gold, and jewels, and to blush to wear such trappings; to realize 
that chastity, self-restraint, sobriety, and generosity to the poor are much 
more precious adornments; to agree that it is pleasanter to read a book in 
a quiet corner than to go to dances and wild, noisy parties, or to dash off 
and join the circles of gossiping women from which no married woman, 
however virtuous, returns home unscathed. 

These are just some of the services that will naturally produce a con- 
stant and lasting affection between husband and wife. Of course, to pro- 
duce such attitudes in your wife, it is essential that you should first adopt 
them yourself; she will accept that you sincerely believe what you are teach- 
ing her only if she sees the principles you have taught her shining through 
every action of your life. The most effective kind of teaching is to prac- 
tise what you preach, and for that very reason there is nothing to prevent 
a wife teaching her husband a thing or two. Although it may not be very 
ostentatious, a life of probity can be a powerful spur to emulation. 

This is probably the appropriate place to discuss briefly the principles 
of household management. The ancients dealt with this in some detail??? 
but it will not be inapposite for a Christian to pass on some ideas to his 
fellow Christians. First of all both partners must firmly believe that they 
have been joined in matrimony by God's will, and that their marriage cannot 
be unhappy if they persevere in the paths laid down by God and place all 
their expectations of bliss in his goodness. This then must be like a solid wall 
around them, the first and most important point of agreement between the 
partners. The two of them, male and female, are not united simply in order 
to pay that debt to nature that a man without a woman or a woman without 
a man cannot pay, but for another and higher purpose; even the beasts of 
the field mate, give birth, and cherish their offspring. A Christian woman is 
joined to a Christian man in order to protect her modesty; to make swifter 
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progress, by their combined efforts, towards virtue; to produce offspring, 
not just for nature's sake but for God; and finally to win another household 
for Christ.?*4 It is no small task to achieve all this; it is an achievement to 
enhance the Sparta??? that God has entrusted to you. 

However, we do not lavish praise on someone who has succeeded in 
building and developing à city but is incapable of governing it; similarly, it 
is no great feat to expand your family with children, servants, and property 
unless you can look after your new possessions properly. Just as a kingdom 
is made of many cities and a city of many houses, so a house is a kind 
of city, and indeed a kingdom. By kingdom I mean a place that is governed 
with no hint of tyranny, but whose ultimate destiny rests upon one man: 
in this case, the head of the household.?? However, no kingdom or city can 
hold together without harmony among its members, and similarly the fam- 
ily will disintegrate if there is discord, especially between its leading citi- 
zens, the husband and the wife. There can be no enduring harmony where 
injustice rules, but, equally, there is bound to be rebellion unless some kind 
of order is imposed. Rules must therefore be made to guard against both 
possibilities. The husband will have the right to frame these, but in such 
a way that no member of the household observes them more scrupulously 
than he. The worst injustices occur when one spouse takes advantage of the 
other; the most deadly rebellion occurs when children plot against their par- 
ents, or a wife against her husband. A family must therefore be governed 
by rules and a recognized hierarchy. 

A household can be divided basically into people and property. Hes- 
iod’s precept describes the bare essentials of a household: ‘First get a house, 
a wife, and an ox to pull the plough.’>® The wife is essential, to provide 
children, and the ox, to provide food and a tangible asset. Male and female 
servants”? are needed to help with the work; they were once part of the 
property and could be inherited, like land and cattle, and their master had 
the right to sell them. These days nearly all servants are hired. Thus a com- 
plete household consists of the following parts: husband and wife, who are 
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the senate, as it were; children, who are like the equestrian order; servants, 
who represent the common people; and property.^*" 

To establish a household you must exercise judgment, and to manage 
it you must use reason. The choice of a wife has already been dealt with, 
and the best way to ensure that children are honest and upright from the 
start will be discussed in the appropriate place. But servants must be em- 
ployed who are not only good at the household tasks they are required to 
perform, but also of impeccable character, or at least capable of being trained 
to be honest. However, just as no more furniture than necessary should be 
bought, so the establishment must not be burdened with a great rabble of 
idle servants. Some people today like to show off by keeping a horde of use- 
less and worthless retainers, showing as little intelligence as those who beg- 
gar themselves raising horses and birds for their entertainment. When so 
many members of Christ are dying of hunger, how unchristian it is either 
to store up your treasure for the moth and the thief?" or to squander it 
on worthless pleasure, when it could be used to rescue your brothers from 
poverty. 

As for property: what is the best investment? It is generally supposed 
to be land, and the next best is bricks and mortar. Certainly farming is the 
most admirable of occupations.** It is all a matter of judgment. But whatever 
your chosen profession, be sure that you do your work honestly; always 
remember that ill-gotten gains are not profit but loss. 'A righteous man's 
pittance is better than all the riches of the wicked.” You may count as 
your possessions only those you have obtained without harming anyone 
else. Many people boast of their wealth, but if you subtract what they owe to 
others, they are more or less penniless. But the crime is compounded when 
ill-gotten gains are even worse spent. It is a sin for Christians, who like 
to talk about their compassion, to waste money on cosmetics, extravagant 
clothes, luxuries, and gambling. You commit sacrilege, you windbag, when 
you fritter away what belongs to the poor, or rather what belongs to Christ, 
who through his members begs for refreshment.?^** Thus your establishment 
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must be neat but economical - neither mean nor anything like luxurious. If 
your income dries up, thrift is a great source of revenue? If some accident 
should reduce you to poverty, misfortune will be easier to bear if you are 
used to living modestly. 

It is most important to ensure that everything we own should serve a 
useful purpose. One reason for raising children is that, eventually, they in 
turn will look after their aged parents. Xenophon even counts friends among 
our possessions (in fact, he puts them before oxen!) because they can be so 
useful to us.54° Now, one should not try to make enemies, of course, but it is 
equally true that one should not be on intimate terms with everyone. Anyone 
with just a few real friends has enough. Hesiod also mentions neighbours; 
bad neighbours are a trial, but good ones can be a great boon.” However, 
if we want good neighbours we must be good neighbours; all too often we 
make very bad neighbours ourselves. 

Xenophon even counts enemies among our possessions.” Anything 
that we find useful apparently belongs among our possessions, and if we 
know what we are doing, enemies can be very useful to us, just as friends 
can often be extremely dangerous if we do not use them as we should. A 
full account of how to make the best use of enemies is given in an excellent 
essay by Plutarch.**? For the purposes of our discussion, there are two ways 
in which enemies can be useful: first, by their example, and second, by their 
eagerness to do harm. You observe, for instance, that your enemy is shunned 
by all the best people because of his unguarded tongue, and you say to 
yourself, "The same thing must not happen to me.' You observe how petty- 
mindedness leads him to envy others their prosperity, and you say, ‘I must 
not allow his disease to infect me.’ On the second point, the more alert he 
is for the chance to harm you or your reputation, the more alert you will be 
to avoid conduct unbecoming a man of honour. If he makes some reproach 
to you, be sure to give him no ground for a second complaint. If he has 
made some unwarranted accusation, look about to see whether you have 
unintentionally given him some ground for it. If the accusation is true, you 
should be glad of the warning; you would thank a friend for doing you this 
service, though of course you owe no gratitude to an enemy. If it is false, 
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rejoice in your innocence, spurning the chance of revenge and thus adding 
to your virtue. If ever you are seized by a wicked impulse to play some 
dirty trick, remember your enemy first; imagine how he will be filled with 
glee, how cleverly he will distort what you are doing, what he will say and 
do against you. Such thoughts will do much to cool your enthusiasm. 

Similarly, if as a wife you are thinking of leaving your husband after 
a quarrel, of making your private drama public knowledge, you should call 
to mind any particularly malevolent or jealous women you know. "Won't so 
and so be pleased, when they hear what I have done?’ Or: "Won't the men 
be delighted to see me living alone, without my husband? Imagine how 
they will all embellish the story! Is it not much better to make it up quietly 
with my husband than to provide my enemies with so much entertainment 
at my expense??? Since the female sex is said to be vindictive, you could 
have no finer revenge than to behave better with every day that passes — 
the ideal way to burn and torture those who wish us ill! Such thoughts will 
increase your determination to bring up your children and run your house- 
hold properly, so that spiteful tongues will find nothing credible to say. 
Thus, just as human ingenuity has found ways to make dangerous beasts 
serve humanity — we wear their skins, we use snakes’ flesh in medicine”? 
— so you may profit more than somewhat from your enemies, if you know 
how to go about it. 

It remains true then that in a well-run household everything must have 
a specific purpose, and this will be easier to achieve if all the members are 
given the jobs for which they seem most suitable. One may broadly divide 
the tasks into two groups, the domestic and the external. The outside jobs are 
the husband's affair; inside the house is the woman's domain,?* especially 
the provision and cooking of food, as well as allotting their daily tasks to 
the servants and checking their work. The children's upbringing is also the 
wife's province while they are still young, but when they have reached the 
age at which they must be trained for a future career, the husband will 
take over. Similarly, both will be involved in finding husbands for their 
daughters, but the husband has the final say. 

However, the husband will not lightly intervene in what are his wife's 
responsibilities, unless he observes something too important to be ignored. 
The wife may also intervene, but much more rarely, in her husband's af- 
fairs. When the situation compels her to do so, she must seek a suitable time 
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and place, and tone down the harshness of her criticism by broaching the 
subject with due deference and using all her charm. In the partnership of 
marriage the same law equally binds the husband to the wife and the wife 
to the husband, but, as the Apostle decreed, the wife has no power over her 
husband: ‘I do not permit a woman to be a teacher or to domineer over a 
man; she must be silent.’ He does not permit her to speak in church at 
all, though she is allowed to discuss things at home in order to learn; but 
nowhere is she given authority over her husband. Now of course the wife 
must show much respect for her husband, but the husband too must show 
some respect for his wife, just as parents who want their children to respect 
them must first show respect for the children, and not do and say whatever 
they please in front of them. Thus there is the same rule for husband and 
wife, but it applies in different proportions. 

Similarly, although husband and wife share all their possessions, the 
husband has the right to apportion them, and everything is reckoned as 
his property. If you dilute wine with water, it is still called wine - even if 
there is more water in it than wine.?^4 In the same way, even if the wife 
has brought more to the marriage than the husband, all their possessions 
must be considered the husband's. It would be absurd to call some things 
the husband's and others the wife's, but even more absurd to call them all 
the wife's. 

For the rest of the household, the primary authority after the hus- 
band’s must rest with the wife, especially when he is absent. The servants 
also can be divided between them. Some are particularly involved with the 
husband's business affairs; the wife should not order them about, though 
they must show all the more respect for their mistress and not provide an 
example of insolence for the others. Servants must work, and in return they 
will receive food and clothing — nothing extravagant, but adequate for their 
needs. Lazy ones must be prodded into action; quick and industrious ones 
should be praised and, if they keep it up, be given some reward to en- 
courage the others to work harder. The wife will greatly advance the serv- 
ants’ work if, without doing the work herself, she makes the sluggish ones 
buckle to their task, reminds them of their duty, demands that they do it, 
shows them how things should be done, approves some good piece of work, 
or points out what is wrong. If giving advice has no effect, she must rep- 
rimand them, but only with the necessary degree of unpleasantness, like 
a doctor's medicine; excessive scolding will not spur the servants on but 
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make them disaffected. Once servants used to be punished with the lash, 
but nowadays when they are all hired it would be better to refrain from 
striking them, unless they are too young to be reasoned with. But an adult 
who cannot be shamed into doing better, who does not respond to gentle 
advice or stern reprimands, will not be improved by a beating either. He 
cannot be reformed, but he can be changed - for another. The instruction of 
children will be discussed in the appropriate place. 

Thus if the lady of the house keeps a watchful eye on everything that 
happens there, observing what needs to be done in the bedrooms, in the liv- 
ing rooms, in the nursery, in the servants' quarters, in the yard, and in the 
garden, her contribution will be great, even if she performs no specific task 
herself. The famous sculptor Phidias made for the people of Elis a statue of 
Venus standing on a tortoise.” At first sight it seemed ridiculous to have 
that slender and delicate goddess stand on a creature generally agreed to be 
fearsomely ugly, instead of placing her on dainty sandals amid rose petals. 
This apparent incongruity provoked everyone to ask what the artist was get- 
ting at. That wise man was indicating that a housewife wins esteem for two 
things in particular: silence, and attention to her domestic duties. The tor- 
toise, you see, has no voice, and never crawls out of its house (the Greeks 
call it depéoikos?» for this reason); if itis frightened, it withdraws completely 
into its shell. Similarly, a wife should move slowly through the house, car- 
rying the house with her, as it were. If she looks out, it should be no farther 
than the yard, the playground, or the garden next to the house; these are the 
boundaries of the housewife's realm. If ever she is afraid, she knows that 
nowhere will she be safer than at home. 

50 far this interpretation seems quite apt, but what about representing 
a woman as silent (a tortoise has no more voice than a snail)? It is not that 
the wife is deprived of speech, but she must cut out idle noise and chatter. 
If there is something important to be said, itis best for the wife to say itas if 
on her husband's behalf; this will enable her to speak with greater authority, 
like someone who uses a herald to give his words more weight. She does 
not have to shout: ‘I want this! I command that! ; it will be more effective to 
say things like: ‘It is the master's wish ... I would not want my husband to 
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find out . . . You know what the master told you to do ... Have you forgotten 
what your father said?' In this way any dispute arising among the servants 
or the children, or between the servants and the wife, will be easily and 
quickly resolved with a little artfulness on both sides. But if you do nothing 
to eliminate such quarrels, they may grow and put down roots: "The quicker 
the cure the better it is.^?7 

If some quarrel arises between husband and wife, it will be much less 
desirable to gloss over it. As the man in the play said, 'It is like living a lie.'559 
The son, in despair, had run off to join the army, and the old man, miss- 
ing his son, was cruelly tormenting himself; and all because neither would 
open his heart to the other. There must therefore be a quick but amicable 
confrontation, followed by a full and friendly reconciliation. Any dispute 
arising within those four walls must be settled within them, to prevent any 
breath of animosity reaching the servants or the neighbours. A wife must 
first take up her complaint with her husband; if it is too serious to be set- 
tled without some outside intervention, she should take it to her husband's 
relatives rather than her own. It must not look as though she is seeking an 
end to the marriage. 

Xenophon thought it necessary to insist at great length that every item 
of household equipment should have a particular place assigned to it? 
Thus it would always be to hand when needed, and it would be easier to 
see if something was missing or in the wrong place; if you do not know 
where something is, you might as well not have it. This can often cause 
pointless quarrels, when something is thought to have been thrown away 
but in fact is lying unnoticed somewhere. Thus the first task will be to ob- 
tain whatever equipment the household seems to need, and then to look 
after it and keep it ready for use. This may seem a rather humdrum piece 
of advice, but it will contribute a great deal to the smooth running of the 
household. 

Plutarch records an old-established custom in the Libyan city of Leptis, 
whereby a woman, the day after moving into her husband’s house, would 
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557 In Greek in the text, the equivalent of the Latin saying quoted n218 above and 
found in the Proverbs of Apostolius 3.90 Corpus paroemiographorum Graecorum 
ed E.L. a Leutsch 2 vols (Hildesheim 1965) 11 308. I am indebted to Dr Roland 
Mayer for this reference. 

558 Terence Heautontimorumenos 154, followed by a summary of the play's plot 

559 Xenophon Oeconomicus 8.10; he compares the orderly household to a well-run 
ship. 
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send a message to her mother-in-law asking to borrow a jar. According to 
custom, the mother-in-law would refuse, saying that she had none.>” They 
say that this custom meant that the girl, having had a quick taste of her 
mother-in-law’s ways, was all the more appreciative of her husband’s gen- 
erosity to her, and was also reminded of her own mother’s past kindnesses 
to her. What is more, if in the future her mother-in-law treated her or spoke 
to her rather harshly, she would be less upset; for it is a characteristic of all 
mothers-in-law to be ill disposed towards their sons’ wives?" But I think 
that it also means that the good housewife will make sure that she has every- 
thing she needs in her own home, remembering that rather wise saying, ‘I 
would rather buy than beg.^* It is more blessed to give than to receive. ‘Let 
your well overflow into the road,’ says the book, ‘and share your water with 
the street; drink water from your own cistern and running water from your 
own spring." It is better to have a surplus at home that you can share with 
a needy neighbour than to have to borrow what you need. 

I want the house to be decorated in such a way that its appearance 
reflects the lifestyle of the people who live there: a pleasing simplicity ev- 
erywhere, with no hint of luxury. There should be no gilded ceilings, no 
pricey tapestries, no paintings that cost as much as several farms, no silk 
curtains — nothing looks neater than linen. If you have money to spare, do 
not waste it on empty display but bestow it on the poor. Just as dirty talk 
has no place in the family circle, neither have licentious pictures. A silent 
painting can be very eloquent and work its way stealthily into people's con- 
sciousness. It seems that there is no limit to the filth that modern painters 
and sculptors will depict, and yet some people decorate their living-rooms 
with this charming stuff, as if young people were not already exposed to 
enough evil influences. If modesty requires that we conceal our own bod- 
ies, why are they stripped bare in pictures? If there are actual sights that 
you think will endanger the morals of your sons and daughters, why allow 
them constantly to be placed before their eyes? There is a well-known story 
of a young man who left the marks of his lust on a statue of Venus?! 
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560 Plutarch Moralia 143A 

561 For another disobliging account of mothers-in-law, see the De vidua christiana 
CWE 66 224. 

562 Adagia 1 iii 20 

563 Prov 5:15-16, preceded by a reference to Acts 20:35 

564 The statue of Venus Euploea was at Cnidos in Caria, and was regarded as the 
masterpiece of the great sculptor Praxiteles; the young man's story is told by 
Pliny Naturalis historia 36.4.21. 
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Some artists introduce their own evil thoughts into even the most up- 
lifting subjects. When depicting an episode from the Gospels, they will in- 
clude some stupid and impious detail; for example, in painting the Lord's 
visit to Mary and Martha/55 they will show the Lord talking to Mary, but 
at the same time young John will be in a corner whispering into Martha's 
ear, while Peter drains a tankard. Or again, Martha will be standing be- 
hind John at the table, resting one hand on his shoulder while with the other 
she seems to be mocking Christ, who is oblivious to all this; or else Peter 
will be bringing a ladle dripping with red wine to his lips. And although 
these images are blasphemous and impious, some people seem to find them 
witty. Pictures on sacred subjects should show the same reverence as a dis- 
course on them. If you wish to hang an instructive picture, what could be 
more suitable in a Christian house than the life of Christ or the deeds of the 
saints? If you want something more light-hearted as well, you could have 
depictions of moral fables or of the countless different trees, plants, flowers, 
and animals. 

There must thus be nothing in the house that will either corrupt the 
inmates or give visitors a bad impression of life in the household. When a 
guest sees that everything is in its place, that there is nothing superfluous, 
that all are intent upon their tasks, that nothing is overlooked, that every- 
thing is neat but not showy, and that there is no impropriety in gestures, 
speech, dress, or pictures, he will take away an excellent impression of the 
family and, if he is a wise man, will imitate their example in his own house. 
A wife schooled in this way of doing things will realize what joy is to be 
found in good judgment, what peace in a clear conscience, and what com- 
fort in a properly run household; and also what a good name, even here on 
earth, all these things will win her. Will she not then love more than ever 
the husband who showed her this way of life? Especially if she reflects on 
the disasters and the ill repute that have befallen many other families for 
the lack of such a guide. Moreover, the husband who enjoys all this at his 
wife's side will surely hold her especially dear since he has found her in all 
things so dutiful and helpful. 
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565 On the popularity of this subject, see Louis Réau Iconographie de l'art chrétien 
3 vols (Paris 1955-9) 1-2 328-9; a famous example of a less than reverent 
treatment is Giovanni da Milano's fresco in Santa Croce, Florence. The story 
of Christ's visit to Mary and Martha is told in Luke 10:38-42; Erasmus was 
fond cf using it to illustrate the virtues of the contemplative life - cf M.A. 
Screech Ecstasy and the Praise of Folly (London 1980) 180-2 - which may explain 
his indignation here. 
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I cannot conclude this section on love without a few words on faith, as 
I promised, since love depends on faith.>° I shall therefore return to love 
after tidying up the question of faith, or fidelity. The wife owes many things 
to her husband and the husband to the wife; I have already discussed this. 
But fidelity is mutual and equal between husband and wife, as Paul says in 
1 Corinthians 7[:3-5]: ‘The husband must give the wife what is due to her, 
and the wife similarly to the husband. The wife’s body is not her own, but 
her husband’s; similarly, the husband’s body is not his, but the wife’s. Do 
not deny yourselves to one another, unless perhaps you agree to abstain for 
a while to devote yourselves to prayer.’ The text would be quite acceptable 
if it merely said, ‘The wife's body is not her own, but her husband's.' In 
some countries husbands used to have the power of life and death over 
their wives,’ and Paul too asserted that the husband was the head of the 
wife, which makes another of his statements rather hard to swallow: “The 
husband’s body is not his, but the wife’s.’5° It will be easier to accept if 
properly interpreted. It does not mean that the wife has complete power 
over the husband’s body, and vice versa, but only as far as sexual intercourse 
is concerned. The principal object of marital union is to beget children, and 
a secondary purpose is as a remedy against incontinence. In these matters, 
their rights are equal: the husband cannot beget children without the wife 
any more than she can without him, and in the second case, the female sex 
is no less weak and imperilled than the male, and thus the husband must 
be as ready to do his duty as the wife. 

A husband has different powers over a wife and a maidservant. A maid 
can be offered for sale, a wife cannot. He cannot demand certain kinds of 
work from his wife if there are servants who can do it. And yet in certain cir- 
cumstances the wife will not hesitate to do things that a maidservant would 
consider beneath her. Again, he cannot demand that a maidservant submit 
to him physically, as a remedy for incontinence, but he has the right to ask 
it of his wife; similarly the wife cannot ask it of a manservant. Under the 
old Law the wife does not seem to have had the same rights over the hus- 
band as the husband over the wife; otherwise Rachel could not have bought 
from her sister a night with her husband, in exchange for the mandrakes, 
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566 Cf 1 Cor 13:13. 

567 Presumably a reference to the laws of the Hebrews and of the ancients con- 
cerning adultery; cf nn248-50 above. Gratian Decretum pars 2 € 33 q 2 c 5 in- 
terprets an apparently similar regulation of Pope Nicholas 1 as referring only 
to the spiritual sword. 
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if she had had the right to demand it? But the Apostle’s decision is very 
clear, and natural reason supports his ruling. 

Now certain questions arise here concerning physical relations, their 
timing and frequency, of which some can scarcely be discussed in decent 
language. Therefore, to save time and blushes, the most important thing for 
Christians is to remember the Apostle’s dictum: ‘Let your life together be 
honourable in every respect, and your marriage-bed undefiled.” Thus the 
husband has no right to ask his wife to perform any kind of perverted act, 
and she is not bound by the rule of obedience here. Indeed, even the sort 
of physical contact that is unavoidable should be as chaste as possible. In 
the begetting of children, infrequent rather than regular intercourse is more 
successful, and the remedy is intended for our inescapable natural weak- 
ness, not for perverted lust. Compare this with the fact that servants are 
entitled to their food, but that it need not be as plentiful and tasty as some 
of them, whose greed is boundless, would like; let it be merely of a qual- 
ity and quantity to satisfy their physical needs. Nature’s requirements are 
confined within certain boundaries; intemperance and lust know no limits. 

Therefore, just as good Christians will discipline their bodies not to 
demand choice food or to yearn for more than is necessary to allay their 
hunger and thirst, so they must become accustomed in their physical rela- 
tions to have a marriage that is restrained, modest and chaste, and, as far 
as is possible, like the state of virginity. But a household that resounds with 
the noise of frequent rowdy parties, lewd stories, singing, dancing, and silly 
games is unlikely to be restrained in all the rest. Lust is the companion of 
idleness and extravagance, while chastity is the companion of hard work and 
thrift. These days many husbands teach their wives intemperance, while the 
wives in their turn provoke their husbands’ lust; their physical relations take 
such a form that one might speak of fornication and adultery within mar- 
riage. Their talk, their little games, their gestures, their wantonness are such 
that she seems more like a mistress than a wife, and he more like a lover 
than a husband; it is shocking to describe how they vie with one another in 
depravity. 

Even pagan literature teaches us that the pleasures shared between 
husband and wife must be enjoyed in secret, away from prying eyes. Ti- 
tus Flaminius was expelled from the senate by Cato the Censor because, 
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569 Cf Gen 30:14-16. But Erasmus has reversed the roles of the sisters: it was Leah, 
spurned by Jacob, who bought the night in which she conceived Issachar. 

570 Heb 13:4. On this topic, see Alan W. Reese ‘Learning Virginity: Erasmus’ Ideal 
of Christian Marriage’ BHR 57 (1995) 551-67. 
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during a thunderstorm, he tried to calm his wife by embracing her — in his 
daughter's presence." There was no lust involved; it was to ease a weak 
woman's fears. So what crime had he committed, grave enough to have a 
man of senatorial rank removed ignominiously from his position? He had 
not shown respect for a virgin's modesty. This misdeed seemed to Cato, 
who knew nothing of Christ, to warrant so heavy a penalty. But these days 
is there anything that cannot be said and done in front of children? What 
secrets of the bridal chamber could survive our drunken parties? But the 
bridal chamber alone should witness these joys of married life. Even the an- 
imals can give us lessons in modesty. Elephants know nothing of adultery; 
they will mate only in secret, and then on no more than five days in a year; 
after mating, they will not rejoin the herd without washing thoroughly in 
a river?" Such is the innate sense of decency of these beasts; how, then, 
should a Christian behave? 

"Where is this leading?’ someone will ask. ‘Surely anything is allowed 
in the bridal chamber? With lights out and clothes off, should not modesty 
be laid aside as well?' Not at all; it was a very foolish poet who wrote of his 
wife, "Let her Lucrece all day be, / Thais in the night to me.””? Herodotus 
wrote that when a woman takes off her clothes she also takes off her mod- 
esty,” and a certain woman, being dragged off by King Philip, cried: ‘Let 
me go! In the dark, all women are alike.' Perhaps both these remarks are true 
of the ordinary run of women, but for a properly educated married woman 
the opposite is true; it is particularly when she takes off her clothes that she 
puts on wifely modesty, and she treats her husband more respectfully than 
ever when the lights are out, on the ground that she is then most completely 
in his power. A husband must not think, either, that the marriage-bed is a 
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571 The story is told by Plutarch Cato 17.7 and Moralia 1398. Erasmus is quoting 
from memory: Plutarch calls the offender Manilius, but Erasmus confuses him 
with another of Cato's victims, Lucius Flaminius, expelled from the senate 
for executing a prisoner of war. Lucius' brother Titus, a celebrated general, 
quarrelled with Cato over this. 

572 This information is transcribed from Pliny Naturalis historia 8.5.13. 

573 Martial Epigrams 11.104.21-2, translated by Robert Herrick ("What Kind of 
Mistress He Would Have"). Lucretia, the archetype of chastity, was raped by 
Tarquin and would not live with the shame; Thais was the most notorious of 
Greek courtesans, mistress of Alexander and Ptolemy. A seventeenth-century 
emendation of Martial transforms her into Lais, but the effect is the same, 
since the latter was a famous Corinthian courtesan. 

574 Herodotus 1.8, quoted with disapproval by Plutarch Moralia 37D and 139c; 
Plutarch is also the source of the next example, Moralia 144F. 
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place dedicated to debauchery, but rather a temple of restraint and modesty. 
A bed that witnesses the joint prayers of husband and wife in the evening 
as they go to bed, and again when they rise in the morning, will also witness 
pleasures that are chaste and permissible. 

Let that be enough for the moment on this type of obedience and phys- 
ical self-restraint. However, it would be worthwhile to discuss Paul's rules 
about sleeping apart, that is, about suspending the exercise of marital rights: 
‘Do not deny yourselves to one another, unless perhaps you agree to abstain 
for a while to devote yourselves to prayer; afterwards return to one an- 
other, in case Satan should tempt you through your incontinence.^^ The 
verb used here, fraudare [deny], implies a mutual obligation; in its usual 
sense, fraudare means to refuse to pay a debt, or to disappoint someone's ex- 
pectations. Thus, although continence is an excellent thing, neither partner 
is free to practise it without the other's agreement.*”° A sacrifice involving 
harm to another is unacceptable to God, and in marriage nothing good can 
be achieved without harmony. If the wife favours continence, let her indeed 
give up her right to lie with her husband; but if he demands his rights, she 
must comply. The Apostle permits couples to sleep apart, but only by mu- 
tual agreement, for a limited time, and to allow them to pray. How cautious 
Paul is in permitting the suspension of conjugal rights! He does not accept 
just any reason for sleeping apart, but only the need to pray. And, in case 
‘for a while’ seems unemphatic, he repeats and underlines the idea: ‘after- 
wards return to one another.’ Why such attention to detail? ‘In case Satan 
should tempt you through your incontinence.’ The Apostle knows what a 
skilful craftsman Satan is; he frequently deceives people by a semblance of 
piety and knows the weaknesses of the flesh; nor is he ignorant of the many 
temptations and attractions of lust, once its fires have been lit. Thus Paul 
wants the period of separation to be brief because danger lurks everywhere. 

It may be that this passage was particularly relevant to the Corinthi- 
ans, to whom the letter was addressed; the Greeks seem to have been more 
promiscuous than other races, and Corinth more corrupt, depraved, and de- 
bauched than anywhere. Paul rebukes them for their excesses: ‘One of you 
is hungry, another is drunk.’”” But although I am sure that there are races 
less depraved than the Greeks, yet wherever there is the slightest danger, 
Paul’s advice must be heeded. Nor should a vow of perpetual chastity be 
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taken lightly, even if there is mutual agreement. ‘The spirit is indeed will- 
ing, but the flesh is weak,” and Satan never sleeps. It is safer to turn the 
Lord’s gifts to account without taking a vow. Bishops must not be too ready 
to turn a husband and wife into a monk and a nun, unless their advancing 
years make permanent chastity more likely; but even old age may not be 
entirely safe. 

There is about physical contact something coarse that conflicts with the 
life of the spirit. That is why, under the law of Moses, priests did not so 
much as enter the houses where their wives were for as long as they were 
responsible for the services, but remained in the temple? David and his 
companions were not allowed to eat the holy bread until they had under- 
gone several days of purification.” While the Law itself was being given 
to the people, they were commanded to keep from their wives.>** But every 
Christian is to some extent a priest >* and his sacrifice is prayer, the incense 
and perfumed smoke most pleasing to God. Thus when a married couple 
perform this priestly function and turn their thoughts to the deeds of holi- 
ness, they give up their marital relations to make their sacrifice more accept- 
able to God. Someone may ask whether, since Paul told us to pray without 
ceasing > we shall not have to keep from our wives for ever. It was indeed 
Paul's wish that everyone could be like him,** but he dared not turn his 
wishes into commands, for fear of exposing the weak-willed to still greater 
danger. Thus daily prayer need not preclude a moderate exercise of marital 
rights. 

St Ambrose thinks that Paul is talking here about receiving the Eu- 
charist, which is when one’s prayers must be at their most pure, and accom- 
panied by fasting? I am not sure whether he is right or not, for in Paul's 
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579 Cf Lev 21:12-13 and the commentary in Gratian Decretum pars 1 D 31 € 4. 

580 1 Sam 21:4-6, used as an example by Christ in Matt 12:4 

581 Exod 19:15 

582 Cf 1 Pet 2:5. The idea was thus grounded in the New Testament, but it was 
becoming increasingly controversial because of Luther's championing of the 
‘priesthood of all believers.’ On the ‘incense of prayer,’ cf Ps 140 (Vulg 141):2. 

583 1 Thess 5:17 

584 Cf 1 Cor 7:7-9. 

585 Probably a reference to the Sermo de esu agni attributed to Jerome, where 1 Cor 
7:5 is interpreted in this way, and linked with the prohibition on eating the 
shewbread in 1 Sam 21:4 (cf n580 above); Ambrose's less specific reading of 1 
Cor 7 is quoted alongside Jerome's view in Gratian Decretum pars 2 C 33q4 
cc 1 and 4; cf Aquinas Supplementum q 64 art 1.1. 
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time most people received the body and blood of Christ every day, but in 
Ambrose’s time it was usually only on Sundays. These days love has grown 
so cold??? that people hardly receive them once a year, and even then re- 
luctantly and grudgingly. The more reasonable conclusion therefore is that 
whenever the occasion or your state of mind encourages you to pray more 
intensely than usual, for that period you should agree to abstain from mar- 
ital relations; for example, on those days on which the church has forbidden 
the celebration of marriages such as from Advent Sunday until the oc- 
tave of Epiphany, from Septuagesima until the octave of Easter, from the 
first day of Rogations until the octave of Pentecost, and on any other feast 
days that encourage continence in the same way. However, Paul does not 
seem to insist even on this, but to permit it to those who want it. The rights 
of marriage are eternal; this relaxation of them is permitted, but not oblig- 
atory. Moreover, those who are weak must implore the aid of God, who 
alone bestows continence, that they may make good use of his gift. Those 
who receive this gift from God in such measure that they engage in physi- 
cal relations only for the procreation of children will have far more time to 
devote to prayer, to visiting the sick, reading holy books, hearing sermons, 
and giving alms. 

When the wife is pregnant, she will rest from intercourse, as she will 
for a period of recovery after the birth; already, when she has her monthly 
flux, necessity not religion obliges her to abstain from intercourse. God for- 
bade it in Leviticus 20[:18]: 'If a man has lain with a woman during her 
monthly flux and uncovered her shame, and she has laid bare the source of 
her blood, they shall both be cut off from among their people.’ Of course, 
this severe sanction has been lifted today, yet this natural reason, supported 
by the Law, must carry enough weight with Christians to prevent husbands 
from pestering their wives at that time, and give wives good ground for 
refusing if their husbands seek what they should not. 

When a marriage is founded on fidelity, it will be safe from adultery 
and jealousy. It is clear enough from the penalty imposed by Moses on adul- 
terers that theirs is a most serious crime. These are his words in Leviticus 
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20[:10]: ‘If a man commits adultery with another man's wife, if he commits 
adultery with his neighbour's wife, both the adulterer and the adulteress 
shall surely be put to death.’ But among Christians, since matrimony is a 
sacrament, any who commit adultery, besides the unbearable wrong and be- 
trayal they perpetrate, also defile themselves with sacrilege; even the pagans 
imposed the capital sentence for adultery.5*? 

How then has it come about that, for Christians, adultery is a game and 
a joke? A man convicted of a single theft dares not show his face, but an- 
other, renowned for a thousand adulteries, is considered one of the best. Pa- 
pal laws??? allow an adulteress to be thrown out of the house, and a wife has 
the same right in theory, except that in this area the male sex has arrogated 
all power to itself. An adulterous husband does not have the right to put 
away his adulterous wife, since he has taught her the ways of wickedness. 
Christian compassion should prompt forgiveness even here, especially if it 
is a mere lapse and not calculated wickedness, and if there is hope of amend- 
ment. But if, after discovering your wife's adultery, you make love to her, 
you lose any right to repudiate her. This is what human regulations decree. 

However, I do not see why anyone should lose his rights as a result 
of showing mercy. If a husband forgives his wife time and again when she 
confesses and promises improvement; if he restores her to favour and does 
not abstain from her bed, hoping to give her less cause to fall again, why 
should he be deprived of his right to put her away if he sees she is incorrigi- 
ble? It is as though he were encouraging another's wickedness. But, you will 
say, that is the meaning of the law. But I say that charity sees everything 
in the most favourable light. Let Christian moderation therefore be content 
with the penalty of separation, the kind in which he will live henceforward 
as a celibate, since he will not be free of the marriage bond while his wife is 
living. However, if he can bear to live with an unfaithful wife, begging her 
all the while to change her ways, first, he will receive from God a reward for 
his forbearance, and second, he will not lack a remedy for his own inconti- 
nence. For the right to kill both the persons taken in adultery, which the an- 
cient laws allowed to outraged husbands?" must be completely eradicated 
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589 Cf Gratian Decretum pars 2 c 32 q 6; the Decretales Gregorii x 5.16 CIC 2 805-7; 
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from Christian practice, especially since, although the law of Moses allows 
a husband to accuse his wife of adultery, it does not permit him to have her 
killed for his personal satisfaction.^?' 

Now jealousy is the usual companion of extramarital affairs, but of 
course this disease will rarely arise among those who are joined by Chris- 
tian love. Those who love one another with all their hearts will take every 
precaution against any suspicion that might cloud their relationship, as it 
were. Thus it is very wrong of people to tell wives untrue stories about 
their absent husbands, to stir up suspicion in those female minds; but it is 
still worse for husbands deliberately to arouse their wives' suspicions. Such 
jesting should have no place in a marriage; instead, everything should be 
directed towards fostering and increasing their love for one another, as Paul 
taught??? ‘Whatever is true, whatever is pure, whatever is right, whatever 
is holy, whatever is lovable, whatever is of good repute, all that is virtuous 
and praiseworthy: think on these things, and do them.' What will be your 
reward? ‘And the God of peace,’ he says, ‘will be with you.’ And ‘the peace 
of God, that passes all understanding, will watch over your hearts and your 
thoughts, in Christ Jesus." 

Thus we must refrain not only from evil, but even from things that 
have an appearance of evil, as the Apostle teaches in his letter to the Thes- 
salonians.?? Certain actions, springing from naivety and innocent enough, 
none the less arouse suspicion. Coquettish nods, suggestive laughter, a saucy 
reply, unexpected animation, flirtatious notes, little gifts, secretive whisper- 
ing — all these things may be accidental or quite innocent, but as they have 
an appearance of evil, they must be scrupulously avoided. Doctors reckon 
that a fever that creeps up on its victim, and whose cause is trivial or ob- 
scure, is more to be feared than one whose cause is obvious and serious. 
Similarly, suspicions based on such flimsy grounds are often less easy to 
allay, and may grow very rapidly.*”* Frequent and enthusiastic attendance 
at dances and parties, or lengthy trips without your husband, are not ideal 
ways of disarming jealousy, especially if your youth and beauty make you 
vulnerable and a perfect target for wagging tongues. A married woman is 
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nowhere safer or more respected than at home or by her husband's side, 
and that is where she should be most glad to be; she was taken from his side 
and she should not leave his side.^? 

It is commonly said that a household cannot run on smiles, and it is 
true. Sometimes a friendly warning is required, sometimes a complaint, and 
from time to time a reprimand; but such things should be done without ran- 
cour or unpleasantness. It is a good idea to temper the severity of a neces- 
sary reprimand with soothing or appreciative words, such as the following: 
‘I have always admired the way you restrain your tongue, so I was sur- 
prised by that remark you made at dinner today.’ Or: ‘Is such behaviour 
worthy of you? I would not like to see such a blemish on your record of 
good deeds.’ ‘If you could see in a mirror how much modesty suits you, 
you would never take it off.’ "You know how this virtue shone forth in that 
excellent woman your mother; I would not like to think you could not live 
up to her standards.' Warnings like these are more effective than shrill rep- 
rimands. In ancient times, the priests sacrificing to Juno Pronuba cut out the 
victim's gall-bladder and threw it behind the altar before slaughtering the 
animal.> The purpose of this law was to advise the bridal couple that in 
their life together they must put aside all bitterness, which does nothing to 
right wrongs, but merely stirs up hatred. The good Samaritan poured wine 
and oil into the traveller’s wounds:? wine has a mild acidity that clears up 
pus and infected blood, but this is made less painful by the addition of the 
soothing oil. That is the kind of rebuke to use if you want to cure the disease 
without harming the patient. 

I have now fulfilled my promise to deal with faith, I think; let us return 
to charity or love, which must be the most important thing shared by a 
husband and wife. Yet the Apostle specifies that the man must feel love, 
the woman respect; since authority and power rest with the husband, he 
may become a tyrant if his powers are not tempered by a great deal of love. 
Because the woman has a lower status and belongs to the weaker sex, she 
is told to respect her husband, and this will fence her off, as it were, from 
selfish passions. Paul has much to say on this in his letter to the Ephesians: 
‘Husbands,’ he says, ‘love your wives, as Christ loved the church and gave 
himself for it, that he might sanctify and cleanse it with the washing of the 
water in the word, that he might present the church to himself all glorious, 
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having no stain or wrinkle or any such thing, that it should be holy and 
without blemish. In the same way men must love their wives; in loving his 
wife a man is loving himself. No one hates his own body, but nourishes and 
cares for it, as Christ does the church; for we are limbs of his body, his flesh 
and his bones. For this reason a man will leave his father and his mother 
and cling to his wife, and the two shall be one flesh. This is a great mystery, 
and I refer it to Christ and the church, but each one of you must love his 
wife like himself, and the wife must respect her husband.5% 

St Paul says more than once that the man is the head and the glory of 
the woman and excels her for many reasons: because he was created first, 
because the woman was made from the man, not the opposite, or because 
the woman was led astray and took the lead in prevaricating before God.” 
Therefore he requires the woman to be subject to her husband, as he says 
again in the passage I have just quoted. Someone will think that, if all power 
rests with the husband, who is also the more aggressive and stronger of the 
two, the wife is nothing but a servant consigned to slavery. That is why the 
Apostle immediately says that love must be added to the husband’s author- 
ity; where there is love, there is no room for tyranny. The word ‘husbands’ 
is redolent of authority, but the words ‘you must love’ exclude the possi- 
bility of enslavement. The authority of a loving husband is designed to ad- 
vance the interests of the woman entrusted to his power. In the same way, 
the spirit rules the body, not to crush it but to protect it. And in case we 
think that the love required in marriage is something mundane, he cites an 
example. Which one? Not Penelope, or Alcestis, or Portia,“ or any of the 
other women famous for their outstanding love for their spouses, but, he 
says, ‘as Christ loved the church.’ He could not give a more perfect exam- 
ple: Christ is the bridegroom of the church, the church is the bride of Christ. 
All of you who are in the church and part of Christ must strive to follow 
the pattern of the bride and bridegroom laid down by Paul, strive to follow 
it with all your might, even if you may not entirely succeed. 

How did Christ love his bride? ‘He gave himself up for her.’ He gave 
himself up to all the ills of our earthly condition, to insult, scourging, and 
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finally the cross. You see the depth of his love. You owe the same love to 
your wife; you must be prepared to risk your own life to protect the life, 
chastity, or reputation of your wife. Is it enough to defend your wife from 
physical attack? Not at all. If you truly love your wife, you will protect her 
from all kinds of danger. A wife is very far from safe if she has a dead soul 
in a living body, and it will be dead if she loves the things of this world. 
Paul continues, 'that he might sanctify and cleanse it with the washing of 
the water in the word.' He loved it when it was unclean, he washed it with 
his blood to make it clean and undefiled, for the power of the blood he shed 
derives essentially from its accompaniment by the word that brings life, the 
word of faith. If you have a pagan or a Jewish wife, do not cast her out but 
do your best to ensure that an unbeliever may be sanctified by a believer. 
If you have a wife who is baptized but is so caught up with this world that 
she never thinks of Christ, you must take every opportunity to chip away at 
her bad points and replace them with good ones, until she becomes a wife 
after your own heart, ‘all glorious’ before God, with an unsullied reputation 
among men, ^without stain or wrinkle, or any such thing, that she may be 
holy and without blemish.' 

Christ's church has not yet reached that state on earth, but each day 
he washes and purifies it so that some day it shall be free from all blemish, 
and there will remain in it no more propensity to sin, no error, no fall from 
grace. Christ bears with his bride while she is still beset by the weakness 
of the flesh; you too must bear with your wife, as indeed you share her 
weakness. Your wife may grow in physical beauty and health, but you will 
find it more gratifying if her character is free from wrinkles and stains. You 
cannot give your wife such gifts, but the Lord will bestow them through 
you, since he often chooses to bestow his gifts on one person by means 
of another, so that the one has the pleasure of helping, while the other is 
enriched by receiving the gift. Remember that your wife was joined to you 
so that you might care for and protect her. Do not make excuses, saying that 
it is too much like hard work or that your wife is unteachable; the Apostle's 
words urge you to persevere. Why tell yourself that there are two people 
involved, one giving and the other receiving? Husband and wife are one; 
to help your wife is to help yourself, and to neglect your wife is to neglect 
yourself. 

Christ is the head of his church,® the church is the body; from him 
all grace flows into the church. But are not the head and the body the same 
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thing? Christ cries, ‘Saul, why are you persecuting me?” And in the Gospel 
he says that whatever is done for the least of his members will be consid- 
ered to be done for him.°? Similarly, the husband is the head of the wife, 
and she is the body; but who ever hated his own flesh? On the contrary, we 
feed it when it is hungry and care for it when it is sick. These words epit- 
omize gentleness and compassion; and he adds, 'as Christ does his church." 
Consider how gently God deals with the weakness of his members; some- 
times he sends misfortune to chide them, sometimes good fortune to en- 
courage them, and he finds many other ways to draw them to him. You will 
not resent having to bear your wife's infirmities, until she improves, if you 
remind yourself that whatever you do for her you are also doing for your- 
self. When God presented Eve to Adam, the man recognized their oneness: 
‘“This is bone of my bones, flesh of my flesh." For this reason shall a man 
leave his father and mother and cling to his wife, and they shall be one 
flesh.'** After God, no one deserves your devotion more than your father 
and mother, and yet marital love surpasses the closest ties of filial affection. 
Christ avows his body, and you husbands must avow your flesh. In a sense 
Christ left his Father, when he came to earth, and later left his mother, the 
synagogue; he clings indivisibly to his bride, nourishing and caring for her 
with the utmost gentleness and compassion, treating her not as a stranger 
but as his own body. 

It is easy enough to understand how husband and wife are joined as 
one by the union of their bodies and their spirits. But much obscurity sur- 
rounds the manner in which Christ joined the mystical body of the Church 
to himself through faith, so that he too became one with his members; Paul 
calls it ‘a great mystery? because it remains unexplained for the present, 
but he uses it as an example to show couples the importance of perfect har- 
mony. It is as if he were saying, ‘I cannot at present expound the mystery 
that is hidden here; it is enough to have demonstrated that a husband and 
wife are one, as Christ and his bride the church are one, to show the im- 
portance of perfect love between man and wife, and that every man should 
love his wife as he loves himself.' Similarly, to show wives the importance 
of obedience, it is enough to say that the church is subject to her bridegroom, 
Christ, whom she loves and worships, to whom she bends the knee every 
day, to whom she gives credit for all that she has. The well-being of the 
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church depends on her submission to the bridegroom, for those who are not 
subject to Christ cannot be members of him. In the same way the wife must 
submit to her husband as her head; if she withdraws from their partnership 
she exposes herself to much misfortune and to dishonour. 

Again, in his letter to the Colossians, Paul asks that the husband's rule 
be tempered with love; if not, authority may become harshness. ‘Husbands,’ 
he says, ‘love your wives and do not be harsh with them.”°” Love is the great 
equalizer, the smoother of paths; it is able to make the master play the part, 
often enough, of the servant. Who could be more exalted than Christ? Yet 
he came to earth to serve, not to be served.“ Love can make pleasant even 
things that are intrinsically disagreeable. Husbands therefore are given the 
right to rule, reprove, and punish, but they are also bound by the rule of 
love — and ‘love is kind, it is not puffed up, it does no wrong.'*^? 

Now let us hear what Paul has to say to wives: “You women,’ he says, 
"be subject to your husbands as to the Lord, since the man is the head of the 
woman, just as Christ also is the head of the church; Christ is the saviour 
of the body, but just as the church is subject to Christ, so must women be 
to their husbands in everything.’ This was God's first law after the fall: 
"You shall bear your children in pain; you shall be under your husband's 
power and he shall be your master.'?'? Since the wife first led her husband 
into evil paths, guiding and tempting him towards death, she is commanded 
to follow his lead towards redemption. This law, which God laid down for 
all wives, must be borne with patience. Now Paul did not merely say, ‘be 
subject,’ but added, ‘as to the Lord.’ Some, including St Jerome, 9?" inter- 
pret this to mean that a wife is subject to her husband as a maidservant 
is subject to her master. But if the Apostle had meant this, he would have 
written, ‘are subject to their husbands as their lords,’ whereas he actually 
wrote, ‘as to the Lord.’ Therefore I think it more likely that ‘as to the Lord’ 
refers to the Lord Jesus, because a wife who obeys her husband is not so 
much submitting to a man as to the Lord, who is represented by the hus- 
band, and to whom the Lord wishes the wife to be subject. The preced- 
ing verse reads, 'Be subject to one another in fear of Christ.' A little later 
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he writes, 'Servants, obey your earthly masters with fear and trembling, 
single-mindedly, as serving Christ.' A few lines later: 'Serving the Lord and 
not men.” 

It may be that the husband to whom the wife must submit is unworthy, 
but the Lord is not unworthy, and it was he who ruled that she should be 
subject to him simply because he is her husband. It may be that the husband 
is unpleasant, but she will receive a reward for her obedience from the one 
for whose love she has served an unworthy husband. The man is the head 
of the woman, because she was created from the man, just as Christ too is 
the head of the church. For the church had its beginnings in Christ, and 
from him flow all the gifts of grace that the church receives. But in his role 
as head of his wife, the husband must take as his model Christ as head of 
his bride. In the human body, the head holds sway over all our limbs, since 
it is placed at the top and contains all our senses and intellectual faculties, 
but it uses its power for the good of the body; the head does not hear, see, 
smell, taste, think, and remember for itself alone, but for the whole body. 
That is why Paul added, ‘Christ is the saviour of the body.” We cannot resent 
a regime that ensures our salvation, and similarly a wife should be pleased 
to obey her husband for her own good. 

You may say that the church's subjection to Christ is quite fitting but 
that some husbands' behaviour would be barely tolerable to the maidserv- 
ants. The husband has of course an example to follow in Christ, but if he 
deviates from this he does not lose his authority, since that would upset the 
proper order of things; remember that Paul tells us to obey those in authority 
over us, not only the good and the easy-going, but also the bad and the 
troublesome.°”? If what your husband tells you to do is merely unpleasant, 
you must obey, thinking not of his faults but of the Lord's command. If 
he tells you to do something that is contrary to religion or morality, you 
must gently refuse and, if he insists, remember that ‘God must be obeyed 
before man.”"* If you obey an order that is unholy, you are not obeying God 
through your husband, but Satan through one of his members. And yet the 
Apostle prescribes submission in all things. The authority of husbands is 
very great, although you must exclude wrongdoing from its scope. ‘I please 
all men in all things,’ said Paul ^? and yet he always refused to compromise 
over some common practices, such as sacrificing to idols and eating the food 
consecrated to them. 
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It would be worth looking at the terms used by Peter, the first of the 
apostles, in his advice to both husbands and wives; he was not unversed 
in the ways of marriage. Like Paul, he foresees a proselytizing role for 
the woman: ‘Similarly,’ he says, ‘you women must be subject to your hus- 
bands; if any of them are unbelievers, they may be won over without a 
word by their wives' behaviour, observing the reverence and piety of your 
behaviour.'?'ó Paul gives the same advice, that a woman converted to Christ 
should not leave her husband if he is prepared to accept a wife of a different 
faith: "For how do you know, woman, that you will not win your husband 
for Christ?/*'7 It is certainly a good sign that the husband does not shrink 
from sharing his bed with a woman who frequently crosses herself, who 
bends the knee at the name of Jesus, who adores the holy bread. And when 
the husband sees that his wife is changed for the better, that she is more 
than ever chaste, sober, patient, obedient, respectful, it will be no surprise 
if his wife's way of life leads him to think well of Christ. A husband will 
not tolerate a preaching wife; this sort of practical message will be more 
effective. ‘Observing,’ says Peter, ‘the reverence and virtuousness of your 
behaviour.“ The gospel's righteousness is not condescending; a good wife 
will respect a godless husband more than a bad wife will revere a godly 
husband. Peter calls this respect 'fear/?'? because it is careful to give no of- 
fence, even inadvertently. What a wife will do for a pagan husband must 
also be done for those who have no more Christianity than the fact of bap- 
tism. I personally know some men who admit that they owe their souls' sal- 
vation to their wives, and I know others whom their wives could not recall 
from a life of sin by any means, be it obedience, patience, or tears. 

Peter now paints us a picture of the good Christian wife: “Her beauty 
will reside not in her elaborate hairstyle, her gold jewellery, or the pretty 
dresses she puts on, but in the inmost centre of her being, with that imper- 
ishable ornament, a gentle, quiet spirit, which is most precious in the sight of 
God.'*? The female sex is particularly prone to two faults: women try to im- 
press by their appearance, a failing that arises from their thirst for vain glory, 
and, second, they cannot suffer insults and are always eager for revenge. 
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This imperfection is caused by the weakness of their reason and their igno- 
rance of true superiority; the truly superior mind ignores any hurt that it 
suffers. To be upset and to rush to vengeance is the sign of a mean spirit. 

Thus a woman is governed by her feelings and judges success in life by 
externals, in which she cannot bear to be outdone. Some foolish women are 
upset if they see their neighbour better turned out or more richly dressed 
than they are. Not content with their natural appearance, they paint them- 
selves with cosmetics, tint their hair with special dyes, curl it and crimp it. 
They wear jewelled earrings, gold necklaces, and clothes of fine linen and 
silk, not to mention the furs whose price has been pushed through the roof 
by competition. All this is mere external embellishment, and the more splen- 
did it seems, the more it sullies the inner being, which neglects outward ap- 
pearance in proportion to its inward beauty. When therefore a husband 
sees his wife's personality change so that, in spite of her sex, she rejects the 
outward show and the accoutrements of pride, and instead willingly gives 
whatever she can to the poor, content with the ornaments of the soul that 
are most precious to God, whom alone she strives to please; or when, after 
provoking her by some insult, he sees that there is no decrease in her love 
or in her willingness to obey him, but that she carries on in the same consci- 
entious way, bearing everything with a gentle and calm spirit, then he will 
realize that the gospel is no empty name, but a power that changes charac- 
ter. Then at last he will be stung into emulating her, fearing humiliation if 
his wife can achieve what he cannot. Thus, without a word, the husband is 
won for God by living in the company of a godly wife. 

One may perhaps come across women who manage to scorn outward 
appearances, but the woman who, harming none and helping all, can pre- 
serve her calm and restraint in the face of insults and reproaches is truly in- 
spired by the spirit of Christ. And such women quite often find themselves 
married, by God's will, to husbands who are drunkards, spendthrifts, plun- 
derers of the poor, adulterers, gamblers, so that they may win their husbands 
for God. 

Thus it is all the more necessary for wives to be entirely obedient to 
good and reasonable husbands. To encourage them, Peter cites the example 
of the most renowned of women: ^Thus it was long ago, when pious women 
fixed their hopes on God and adorned themselves with obedience to their 
husbands, as Sarah obeyed Abraham and called him her lord. You are now 
her daughters, if you do good and do not fear any perturbation.'?" At the 
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time when God instructed Abraham about circumcision and promised him 
Isaac, his name was lengthened from Abram to Abraham, but his wife's 
name was shortened from Sarai to Sarah.” The more reason commands us, 
the less power our passions have; if evil desires are cut off, the flesh and 
the spirit will be at ease together. But the flesh should follow the lead given 
by the spirit, and not the opposite. Moreover, we read that Sarah called her 
husband ‘lord’ in Genesis 18[:12]: Now that I am aged,’ she said, ‘and my 
lord has grown old, shall I care about pleasure?’ If she had called him ‘lord’ 
out loud, you might think it just a sop to her husband's vanity, but in fact 
she said it to herself, thinking that no one could hear; that makes it plain 
that she meant what she said. 

If anyone requires a precise example of Sarah's obedience to her hus- 
band, we could look at chapters 12 and 20 of Genesis. As they approached 
Egypt, Abraham was afraid for his life because of his wife's great beauty; 
he implored her to pretend to be his sister and disguise the fact that she 
was his wife. Whereupon that virtuous woman did not protest or say, 'My 
chastity is no less precious to me than your life is to you; find some other 
way of protecting yourself and do not expose me to seduction by these un- 
believers!’ No, she obeyed her husband, preferring to endanger her chastity 
rather than her husband’s safety. Then Abraham undertook a journey at 
the Lord’s behest, and Sarah did not hesitate to go with him. The husband 
obeyed God, as God is the head of the husband; the wife obeyed her hus- 
band, as the husband is the head of the wife. It is always safe to follow when 
your leader is himself guided by the spirit of God. And so, following the 
instructions of the godhead, Abraham was given a kind enough reception, 
and Sarah's chastity remained intact. 

Abraham cannot be blamed for taking a beautiful wife through a suc- 
cession of barbarian tribes. He obeyed God over his wife, as he did over 
his son; in both cases the patriarch's faith shone out and his fears for the 
two of them were not realized. His wife kept her chastity, his son kept his 
life. But what excuse can there be for husbands who parade their wives, 
extravagantly and eye-catchingly arrayed, at rowdy parties, in the market- 
place, or at the public baths? Some even allow them to set out for Jerusalem 
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or Compostella! There’s many a slip ‘twixt cup and lip, but even more slips 
'twixt Holland and Jerusalem.” 

Sarah obeyed Abraham on this occasion, and there can be no doubt that 
she did so, with all due respect, on every other occasion. The Jews boasted 
that they were the children of Abraham, but the Lord punctured their pride, 
asking how they could be Abraham's children when their lives were so un- 
like his. For Abraham's family spread wider, to include all those who 
could emulate his faith. Similarly Peter wants all women to be called the 
daughters of Sarah if their good deeds recall those of their mother Sarah. 
Abraham is called the father of many nations; in the same way, Sarah is the 
mother of all good wives, ^whose daughters you are,' he says, 'if you do 
good,”°° In spiritual matters, kinship is thus not a matter of blood relation- 
ship but of similarities in character. Why does St Peter add the words “and 
do not fear any perturbation’? It is a woman’s nature to be afraid. Yet any 
woman who has submitted wholeheartedly to God's will may depend on 
God's aid and have no fear, just as Sarah stout-heartedly followed her hus- 
band on his journey among the fierce and cruel tribes. Anyone who does 
good has nothing to fear from evil; she has God's protection, and against 
him no power of men or demons can prevail. 

Having dealt with the wives, Peter now turns his thoughts to the hus- 
bands. ‘You men,’ he says, ‘must live with your wives in a similar way; 
use your understanding and honour them as the weaker vessels, since they 
share the inheritance of living grace; in this way your prayers will not be 
hindered. 7 What does ‘live in a similar way’ mean? With honesty, with 
contempt for self-indulgence and ambition, concerned only to adorn your in- 
ner nature, with the kindness and moderation of a spirit at peace, with love 
and respect; ruling your wives with understanding, not blinded by power 
or lust; requiring of them only what is useful and permitting them nothing 
that might be harmful or corrupting to their virtue. For anyone who has the 
power to give orders must also have an understanding of what is desirable 
and what is not. The tyrant demands whatever he wants and seeks his own 
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advantage; the husband considers also what is best for the person receiving 
the orders. 

He should not look down on his wife because she plays a lesser role 
in the partnership of marriage, being weaker in body and mind. On the 
contrary, he should honour her the more, and make a husband's love com- 
pensate for nature’s deficiencies. Husband and wife are one body but, as 
Paul teaches, we must give greater honour to the weaker members;*? what- 
ever honour you do your wife, you also do yourself. In this case ‘honour’ 
is not so much a matter of how you address her, or of her position at ta- 
ble; it applies rather to the conduct of every aspect of your married lives. 
If God held women in such esteem that he made them equal to men in of- 
fering the inheritance of heavenly life to those who believe, how then can a 
human husband disdain them? If God implanted in women the same spirit 
as in men, why should a husband be reluctant to provide the necessities of 
life for his wife, as though they did not share all their earthly possessions? 
There is a grace that deludes and a beauty that is vain, ^? but there is also 
a grace giving life, that is, the loving favour of God, through his Son Jesus, 
which offers eternal life to all who place their trust in him. How can you 
shun your wife's company, when you are joint heirs to such a treasure? 

Peter adds, ‘in this way your prayers will not be interrupted.’ The 
apostle insists that your prayers be assiduous, and he brooks no interrup- 
tion. Arguments, for example, interrupt prayer. The Christian's offering is 
prayer, but God may not accept it if the wife has some justifiable complaint 
against her husband, or vice versa; even if the wife has forgotten the wrong, 
the husband must repair the damage before offering up his gift of prayer. 
The prayers most acceptable to God are those poured out in unison by a 
husband and wife whose hearts are united. 

Since Peter alludes to women's dress and to prayers, it is worth re- 
calling Paul's teaching on the same points in his first letter to Timothy: ‘I 
want men to pray in every place, lifting up hands that are clean, free from 
all anger and resentment. Similarly, women must dress in a modest and be- 
coming manner, adorning themselves not with gold, pearls, costly clothes, 
and elaborate hairstyles, but, as befits women professing godliness, with 
good works. Both apostles recommend constant prayer: Paul prayed on 
his knees by the seashore, and at Philippi he even prayed in prison." Any 
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place is holy to one who prays in the spirit. The Samaritans used to wor- 
ship on the mountain,°>* the Jews at Jerusalem; the Christian, knowing that 
God is present everywhere, will pray anywhere. It is not the place but the 
heart that makes a prayer pure or impure, which is why Paul speaks of 'lift- 
ing up hands that are clean.' Those who are sullied by wicked deeds do 
not have clean hands; remember what was said to the Jews in Isaiah: 'Your 
hands are full of blood.’°33 Those who live by theft, who cheat the poor of 
their wages, who plunder their subjects, or who slander the innocent have 
unclean hands, and even if they were to pray in the little room where the 
Lord was born, their sacrifice would be unacceptable to God. Lift up your 
hands, so long as they are clean, but it is better still to lift up a pure heart. 
If you hurt another, your hands are not clean; if you are yourself hurt and 
angry, your heart is not yet ready to pray. Forgive your neighbour's offence 
from your heart, and your heart will be pure. 

‘Free from all anger and resentment,’ says Paul. Anger breeds revenge, 
but resentment is less serious; you wonder whether to forgive someone, say- 
ing to yourself, ‘I have done him so many favours, and this is how he re- 
pays my kindness; if I let him get away with this misdeed, he will soon 
do it again.' Do not measure the gravity of his offence or whether he is 
worthy of forgiveness; consider only that he is your neighbour and that 
the Lord commanded us to forgive unreservedly our erring neighbour.9^ 
I think that this illustrates Peter's words ‘Do not allow your prayers to be 
interrupted.' A prayer is no use if it is disrupted by such thoughts. There 
is a covenant between us and God: ‘Forgive, and you shall be forgiven. 6 
It is therefore most impertinent to ignore the covenant and demand God's 
forgiveness while harbouring a grudge against your neighbour. 

Similarly, Paul wants women also to pray, but he does not add, ‘in any 
place.' A woman's modesty may not be preserved in just any place. In their 
dress women must adorn themselves ‘in a modest and becoming manner.’ 
It is characteristic of the sex that they enjoy dressing up to go out; is Paul 
perhaps worried that wives may come to church unsuitably dressed? Yes, 
but he also prescribes another kind of ornament: ‘adorning themselves,’ he 
says, ‘in a modest and becoming manner.’ Their appearance will reflect and 
proclaim their virtues. 
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Writing to the Corinthians, Paul decrees that women shall cover their 
heads in church, and keep silent.9? How little the Apostle's rule can mean 
to a woman who appears in church looking like nothing so much as an ac- 
tress playing a tragic heroine! So far from being decently covered, her hair 
shines glossily through a net and her bodice is open practically to the waist. 
In other ways, too, she looks as if she has just stepped off the stage: her face 
is painted with white lead and rouge and her eyes are daubed with mas- 
cara. Her looks are mirrored in her slinky walk, and, as the prophet says, in 
the dancing of her feet??? and her bold stare as she swivels her gaze from 
side to side. She is going to a play, not to pray. Woman, how little such airs 
and graces befit your profession! You may ask, "What profession? I am not a 
Benedictine or a Franciscan.’ No, but you have professed true religion, and 
that costume of yours is for women who profess irreligion. Why do you, 
having renounced all the pomp of the world and Satan, flaunt them every- 
where, even in church? How can you take pleasure in an outfit so alien to 
your religion? You were born to serve Christ, not Venus. How can you take 
pleasure in an outfit belonging to so alien a cult? You seem to outdo even the 
pagans in the extravagance of your dress. You may claim to be pious, but you 
must show your piety by good deeds. It must shine out from your face, your 
movements, your eyes, from every lineament of your body. I hear Christian 
words but I see pagan deeds. Modesty and chastity are the true ornaments 
of a married woman, and such adornments are devalued by artful curls, by 
gold, pearls, fine linen, and silken cloth. Sell all these stains on your modesty 
to help the poor, and your good works, which are the most apt of adornments 
for a wife confessing Christ, will add immeasurably to your true beauty. 

Let the wife therefore demonstrate her chastity and modesty in this 
kind of appearance; the very fact that she is unadorned will make her seem 
most richly attired. If to this she adds silence, she will lack none of the adorn- 
ments of a wife. ‘Let the wife,’ says Paul, ‘learn in silence with all obedi- 
ence.’ He made this clearer in his letter to the Corinthians: ‘If they wish to 
understand something they must ask their husbands at home.'9?? If in an as- 
sembly women are not allowed to speak, not even to seek instruction, what 
are we to make of those who now chatter endless nonsense in church? He 
adds, ‘with all obedience.’ Just as a wife is adorned by contempt for orna- 
ment, so when she submits in all things she is exalted, whereas if she gets 
above herself she becomes truly abject and ignoble. 
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Now for the final part of this work, on the rearing of children. The 
subject is in fact raised in the same chapter of Paul, where he concludes as 
follows, ‘Yet she will be saved through motherhood, if only women per- 
sist in faith, love, and holiness, with a sober mind.'$? To bring up children 
properly is an onerous task, but there is a great reward: ‘She will be saved,’ 
he says. As she looks to her children’s salvation, she obtains salvation for 
herself. You surely did not think, wife, that you had discharged your obliga- 
tions when you had ‘borne a few children in pain'?** Salvation is promised 
only to those who have persisted in faith, love, and holiness, with a sober 
mind. You will not be a true mother unless you have bestowed all these on 
your children. You may say: ‘But it is beyond my power to make my chil- 
dren handsome or ugly, and it is just as far beyond me to ensure that they 
do not abandon faith, love, holiness, and sobriety. Why should I be pun- 
ished for others’ misdeeds?’ The Apostle did not mean to say that a mother 
will be punished if her children are impious, provided that she has done 
her duty; but he did demand that mothers take the greatest pains to rear 
their children properly. He considered their influence so vital that children 
carefully brought up in this way would hardly ever fall by the wayside. 
Children rarely turn to impiety unless their parents are at fault. 

Many parents have wrong ideas about three particular subjects: con- 
ception, pregnancy, and child-rearing. First of all, it is a very common no- 
tion that good people produce good children," and bad people bad, just as, 
often, good-looking people have good-looking offspring, and ugly people 
have ugly children. But the fact that we rarely come across bastards who 
are virtuous has more than one explanation, it seems to me. First, they are 
born to unchaste women, and almost always bear some temperamental re- 
semblance to their mother, even if their father is a man of upright charac- 
ter. Certainly both of them were uneasy in conscience as they lay together, 
and in that secret workshop of nature state of mind as well as of body is 
of the utmost importance. Second, they are brought up more casually than 
legitimate children. Third, the defect of their birth excludes them from the 
more noble aspirations in life, and they nearly always resort to the tricks and 
subterfuges of the servant class. Thus Euripides very wisely wrote, ‘A man 
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becomes a slave, however brave his heart, / When he learns his father's 
and his mother's sin.'^* By contrast, to be the offspring of virtuous parents 
confers on a child the precious gift of freedom. , 

Thus men who go round casually getting women pregnant are not 
worthy of their children's love, since they have done them a great wrong 
even before they see the light of day. The children are unable to inherit, 
they are debarred from civic honours, from the priesthood, and from public 
office. They are insulted, called 'spurious, ^? told to find out who their fa- 
ther was, and are barely thought of as anyone's children. In short, they are 
hardly given a chance to struggle towards virtue. These are the penalties in- 
flicted on these innocents for their parents' incontinence. The Greeks name 
Themistocles and the Hebrews Jephthah as the only distinguished men to 
have been illegitimate.?^ 

Thus your first duty towards your children is to have them by your 
lawful wife; I have already discussed the proper way to choose a wife. 
The next condition is that husband and wife, whenever they set out to have 
a child, should not be out of sorts because of anger, hatred, or an excess 
of food and drink. Their bodies must be healthily sober and their minds 
tranquil, for in some mysterious way the mind's infirmities can infect the 
body, and vice versa. For example, illness or old age often produces pee- 
vishness, and it is well known that love can make the body waste away, just 
as spite and anger can produce heat, and fear produce coldness and trem- 
bling. If we can observe such effects in healthy adult bodies, what effect do 
we imagine they will have on those formless fluids from which human be- 
ings are fashioned? When Diogenes chanced to see a young man much the 
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worse for drink, he did not blame him, but his father: “Young man,’ he said, 
‘your father was drunk when he made you. 

The doctors say, not unreasonably, that young parents will produce 
weaker offspring than older ones, because their seed is more fluid and less 
mature.?* It seems logical also that temporary physical incapacity will pro- 
duce the same result. Although Christian philosophy teaches that all souls 
are equal, the physical envelope in which they are placed must make a dif- 
ference. We can see that some people are naturally prone to anger, vindic- 
tiveness, or envy, and it is generally agreed that this is connected with their 
physical constitution. 

If we are to believe students of natural science, sometimes parents are 
to blame not merely for offspring who are blind, lame, maimed, or in some 
other way damaged or misshapen, but also for those who are dull, stupid, 
and prone to conspicuous misbehaviour." Drunkards produce madmen, 
violent parents produce ill-tempered children; the children of debauchees 
are prone to epilepsy, and those of silly buffoons turn out light-headed and 
worthless. Like father, like son.“ Therefore, you Christian couples about to 
start a family, be sure that your physical and mental condition is such that 
you may both wish and hope that your children will be like you. I will not 
go into all the wearisome details of Aristotle's argument that people should 
not start a family until they are mature and fairly advanced in years.” But 
our physical vigour lasts for about five times seven years, that is, until our 
thirty-sixth year approximately, and our intellectual vigour for seven times 
seven years, that is, until our fiftieth year, roughly. From that age he thinks 
that men should refrain from begetting children, as he believes that the chil- 
dren will be born both physically and mentally weaker. Second, he considers 
that winter is a better season for procreation than summer, and judges that 
among the winds the north is the most advantageous and the south wind 
the least. It is certainly true that it is the wrong time to make children when 
the stomach is stuffed full; it is better to wait until digestion is complete. 
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Anyone who finds all this laughably trivial obviously does not care 
whether his children are healthy or sickly, intelligent or stupid. Husband and 
wife share the responsibility here, but the next stáge is the special concern 
of the pregnant woman. As the foetus is being fashioned in nature's work- 
shop, growing and taking shape, it is constantly influenced by its mother's 
physical and mental condition, which is, as it were, the wet soil in which 
it grows; a seedling assimilates the characteristics of the soil in which it is 
planted.®* Thus the expectant mother's first care must be to have a clear 
and untroubled conscience, as this is the source of true psychological sat- 
isfaction. She must then avoid anger, hatred, envy, and all the other pas- 
sions, which begin as diseases of the mind but then infect the body. She 
must eschew over-indulgence, intoxication, immoderate laughter, dancing, 
and anything else that will disturb her physical equilibrium. 

Pregnant women are not expected to fast, but they have every reason 
to observe moderation at all times, for this is also part of rearing a child. It is 
not yet born, but already, in the recesses of its mother's body, it is learning 
something of the right way to live. Too much abstinence from food will 
harm it, as will an excessive intake of food and drink. The type of food may 
also be wrong; anything excessively hot or cold will be harmful, or anything 
causing a sudden reaction in the body. Above all you must avoid rare and 
spicy foods, which contract the womb or cause a discharge of urine (the 
medical term is diuretic) and often cause miscarriage. You must also avoid 
excessive or unusual physical exertion. No woman will hesitate to observe 
these precautions scrupulously if she remembers that two lives are at risk 
within a single body. You revile women who will procure a miscarriage 
with drugs, or murder their newborn babies, and you are right to do so; but 
you must also consider that anyone who brings on a miscarriage through 
drunkenness, dancing, or some other kind of intemperance is not so far from 
committing the same crime. 

Immediately after the birth she has the task of breast-feeding. Here 
every gun must be brought to bear against the perverse but extraordi- 
narily widespread practice of mothers handing their infants over to hired 
wet-nurses. However, I will not detain the reader over this; it is fully 
discussed by Phavorinus in Aulus Gellius/ Plutarch did not omit it 
from his writings on the rearing of children? and I myself have said a 
good deal on the subject, particularly in the colloquy entitled "The New 
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Mother’;°4 you can look at these if you wish. I will simply repeat that noth- 
ing is more unnatural than that a mother should refuse to feed her offspring. 
To banish a newborn babe to the arms of some woman who will feed it for 
money is like exposing it to the elements, and mothers who allow this to 
happen are barely worthy the name. What is more, hardly anything is so 
conducive to the physical and moral health of a child, and to mutual affec- 
tion between parent and child, as to have a baby suckle at its mother's breast. 
If illness or some other problem prevents this, at least the greatest care must 
be taken to ensure that the infant is entrusted to a nurse who is physically 
healthy and sober and upright in character; if not, the helpless child may 
imbibe with its milk both physical weakness and moral corruption. 

Those who have learned to train mules or horses make much of their 
skills, but no skill is more difficult to learn than how to fashion a human be- 
ing, and it is a skill that all parents ought to have. If they did, there might 
not be such a shortage of virtue in the world. It is something to be well born, 
but upbringing is still more important. You could say the same about it as 
Demosthenes said of the orator's delivery: asked what was the first require- 
ment in rhetoric, he replied, ‘Delivery.’ The second? ‘Delivery.’ The third? 
"Delivery. In other words, he made delivery the supreme requirement in 
all public speaking. The same idea would apply even better to upbringing, 
which can overthrow Nature, however powerful she may otherwise be; and 
although a child's nature is not hard to change, habits acquired during its 
upbringing cannot be changed. 

In every sphere of learning three things are necessary above all to 
enable you to succeed: nature, training, and practice or experience. By 
nature, I mean a certain aptitude for learning what you are taught; training 
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provides rules by which you may judge what to avoid and what to pursue; 
practice turns rules into habits. Let me try to make my meaning clearer by 
a simile. Imagine that the child is an uncultivated field, that the moral code 
is the seed, and that practising what has been taught is like cultivating the 
field. From conception until the seventh year, the fallow ground is simply 
prepared for the sowing; but we can either help and improve on nature, 
or worsen it by our mistakes. During this period the farmer’s tasks are not 
negligible: he must drain marshy places and water dry ones; he must open 
up shady spots and level uneven ground; he must prune fruit trees, grub 
up roots, spread fertilizer, and break up the soil. The mother has similar 
tasks to perform for her nursling, protecting him from anything that may 
harm him physically or morally. The farmer's next job is to sow the finest 
possible seed in his field. This is also the mother's task from the seventh 
year, though the father has a role too. But the labour of both will be in vain 
unless the growing child is given the chance to practise virtue, so that it 
quickly and easily becomes second nature to him. If he can see the practical 
advantages of good behaviour, as well as its theoretical excellence, he will 
willingly pursue the course that he has learned is the best. What a splen- 
did harvest will be reaped from their children by parents when they have 
reached this point; it will bear out the truth of Solomon's maxim ‘A wise 
son brings joy to his father; a foolish son is his mother's sorrow.57 And 
even if they reap no reward from their children, perhaps because they die 
before reaching maturity, yet they reap God's reward of eternal life. 

Let us therefore return to the nurture of the infant. The principal el- 
ements in this are food and drink, sleep, exercise, clothing, the child's sur- 
roundings, and the company it keeps. Some children are given both the 
wrong sort and the wrong amount of food: some parents think it amusing 
to give small children wine, or highly spiced or salty food, whereas it can 
do serious harm. Others are afraid that their children will be too thin, and 
stuff them with food even when they have had enough, like capons being 
fattened up for market. The first of these will predispose their children to 
alcoholism, gourmandise, and 'Attic desserts’ ;°® the others, if we are to be- 
lieve Aristotle, will make their children lazy, lumpish, and dull®©? — as will 
too much sleep. 

Infants must therefore be weaned on milk products and other appro- 
priate foods, and in moderate quantity, so that their minds are not dulled 
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by excess or their bodies weakened and impaired by hunger. However, just 
as too much sleep enfeebles the body and the mind, so the child should not 
take too much exercise, especially as it gets bigger; nature gives younger 
children a certain vital energy, whose heat gradually increases the size of 
their bones, and exercise helps to strengthen them. 

As for clothing, there are again two common mistakes. Some parents 
push their young children out of the house, half naked in the depths of 
winter, intending the north wind and the frost to toughen them up. They 
are not much more civilized than those German tribes who, history tells 
us, ? made every father place his newborn child on his shield and dip it 
into the Rhine. If it took to the freezing water and seemed to be trying to 
swim, it was acknowledged as legitimate; if not, it was rejected as a bastard. 
However, Aristotle thinks that a little exposure to the cold will help make 
children healthy.°” 

I suspect that many modern parents are even more misguided when 
they encumber their children's little bodies with the same kind of showy 
clothes that vanity makes adults wear. * On a skull that is still soft they 
place a double cap with broad fringes, a great heavy thing such as not even 
an old man would have worn ninety years ago. Then there is a thick vest 
with stockings attached to it, above which is worn a shirt, and over all that a 
topcoat, weighing down youthful shoulders and loins with its thick padding; 
boys are supposed to enjoy wearing such finery. Girls are treated still more 
cruelly. Their heads are burdened with ribbons and head-dresses, some- 
times even with men's caps. They wear a shift, and above their linen under- 
garment a gown of the most ornate kind. The bodice of the gown, far too 
heavy to be practical, flows from the shoulders to the ground in such wide 
billows that this one part is enough of a burden for an entire outfit; but then 
there is a ruffled skirt falling from the waist, weighing down the hips with 
its many pleats, and, as if that were not enough, a huge train is attached 
to the back, unfolding from the waist and inflicting yet another burden on 
this slender body. The stockings and the shoes with their heavy soles and 
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double straps on each side look tough enough for a football match. What is 
the effect of all this? Tender young bodies are injured by the weight, and 
moreover the limbs are confined and not free to develop properly. Money 
is tossed away on such nonsense, and, what is more, young people gradu- 
ally acquire a foolish vanity about their clothes that will be very difficult to 
unlearn when they grow up. If parents are really besotted by such trifles, 
they would do better to practise their foolishness on dolls or monkeys, and 
not on their children. 

The environment in which infants are weaned is not unimportant, 
either. Damp surroundings bring on ill health, and so does excessive heat, 
although most German children are brought up in steaming heat, like fire- 
worms;9? you would sometimes think they were being roasted alive. A place 
exposed to draughts, or else to loud noise and disturbance, is no good; these 
may damage the child's brain. Baths and ointments are good for children if 
properly administered. 

My next point may seem irrelevant to some, but I think it of primary 
importance that, as far as possible, infants should be brought up in the com- 
pany of children of equable temperament and good character, since any 
physical or moral defect in a playmate seems, in some mysterious way, to 
be contagious. If doctors are right to advise even adults to consort with those 
who are physically fit and of a calm and sunny disposition, since one's nat- 
ural condition may be improved or worsened by contact with others, how 
much more likely is this to be the case with children, who are physically un- 
formed and pliable, and thus capable of taking any direction? However, it 
is nature's rule that bad things, such as eye trouble or stammering, spread 
more rapidly than good things. It is said that Aristotle had something of a 
stammer and that Plato had round shoulders — and that their pupils came 
to resemble them in these respects.* It is generally recognized that some 
diseases are highly contagious. But not everyone realizes how beneficial or 
harmful can be the temperament of the person with whom you spend your 
time, because the benefits, and the harm, creep in gradually and in small 
amounts. You do not notice the mischief as it creeps in, but after a time you 
realize that it has. Some children, even at that age, are lachrymose, grumpy, 
irritable, and somehow malicious; if at all possible, keep your child well 
away from them! Someone may say that it is unchristian to make such a 
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fuss about physical health. I am not advocating a lot of fuss, but I do see 
the need for care, for the simple reason that a properly developed body will 
help make the mind more receptive to education. 

The ancients often argued about the age at which schooling should be- 
gin. Many felt that a child should not be troubled with the burdens of book- 
learning until its seventh year, but Aristotle thinks that formal education 
should begin from the fifth year. Others believe that a child is teachable 
as early as its third year. My view is that they are all right! Some things may 
be inculcated very early into a tender and unformed young mind, but gen- 
tly, and only the sort of thing to which that age is highly responsive; in this 
way the child of tender years will not be distressed but the teaching will 
not be wasted. Children can learn, in play, to recognize Latin and Greek 
letters, draw their shapes, and imitate their sounds, whereas an adult learn- 
ing to read can take a long time over this. There are certain preliminaries to 
formal learning that make it easier for us to learn later. This is true not only 
of school subjects, but of moral and spiritual education too: for example, to 
bend the knee at the name of Jesus,“ or when meeting some distinguished 
person; in church, to clasp the hands together and venerate the Eucharist, to 
kiss a crucifix, to stand quietly by when the blessing is asked for the meal 
or thanks are given - these are some of the beginnings of piety. 

In these years all harshness must be avoided, although the child must 
be taught respect. The child must sometimes be tricked into learning when it 
thinks it is playing, and encouraged to learn by kind words, praise, promises, 
and little gifts, rather than coerced by threats, curses, and blows. Some 
wrong-headed teachers, by their grim and cruel methods, teach their pupils 
nothing — except to hate learning. 

I have known some mothers who fancied themselves great experts on 
the rearing of children, and who succeeded in ruining a naturally virtuous 
character by their cruelty.’ A boy, barely eight, lost his wits. A girl, barely 
able to talk, was carefully trained in the manners of the court. The most 
important of these was that she must punctuate each sentence, when talking 
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665 In De pueris instituendis CWE 26 319, Erasmus attributes this opinion to Hesiod, 
probably by way of Quintilian Institutiones oratoriae 1.1.16. 

666 Aristotle Politics 7.17.14 (1336b35-7) 

667 Cf Phil 2:10. 

668 On the usefulness, at least at this early stage, of outward tokens of piety, cf 
passages in De civilitate and De pueris instituendis CWE 25-6 279-80 and 318. 

669 For more precise (and horrifying) examples of the results of maltreating chil- 
dren, see De pueris instituendis CWE 26 326-30. 
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to her mother, with the phrase ‘Madame ma mere’; if she had to say no, 
instead of ‘Nany’ she must say, ‘Salve vostre grace, Madame.” To help 
her learn, the child, still in her fifth year, was beaten until she fainted. As 
this happened more and more frequently, she learned one further lesson: 
that when she was beaten she must not let slip any tears, sobs, or wails, but 
bottle them up; if not, she would be packed off to the torturer’s.°”? And this 
was a girl of faultless character in every respect. I saw her practically choke 
to death as, threatened by her mother, she was forced to swallow her sobs 
and stop her tears. 

The ancients actually had laws to prevent this kind of thing, though 
Aristotle disagrees with the legislation and thinks that such suppression 
and inhibition of the spirits helps to strengthen the infant’s frame.°” This 
might be true if it were a matter of modest self-restraint; but this violence 
done to nature was already reflected in the girl's eyes, brimming with sup- 
pressed tears; she had a glazed look in them, like someone scared witless 
by a ghost. The mother was herself no more than twenty-six, but a widow 
so confident of her own skills that she refused to heed the warnings of her 
brothers and relations; in fact she did not beat her daughter unless she was 
thoroughly angry. But I concluded that the mother deserved a beating much 
more than the daughter. She was not merely misguided: even if she had had 
something serious and important to teach her daughter, she should have re- 
frained from cruelty and violence, in view of the girl's age; but in fact she 
was torturing the child over the trivialities of court life. Other parents sim- 
ilarly vent their fury on children for using their left hand instead of their 
right? but overlook far more important things. Even when there is some 
valid reason for taking the cane to a child, it should be done without ran- 
cour, and once the punishment is over, the child should always be comforted 
in some way. 

Nature already gives some indication of a child's character before 
its seventh year; children will appear relatively bad-tempered or mild- 
mannered, humourless or affable, obstinate, artless, or devious and cun- 
ning. At this stage great care must be taken to encourage any virtues and 
discourage any vices that appear. You have in your hands a slender and 


*o cb ob ox 


670 ‘No [ = Neuny] ... Begging your pardon, madam’ 

671 Ad caruificinam, literally, to the hangman's or to the rack, but in Erasmian 
terms, to a school; he frequently alludes to schools and schoolmasters in these 
terms in De pueris instituendis eg LB 1 505A and 506-7 / CWE 26 326 and 329-31. 

672 Aristotle Politics 7.17.6 (1336a34-9), a comment on Plato Laws 7.7928 

673 Cf Plutarch Moralia 5a. 
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infinitely flexible twig, a piece of the most malleable wax, of damp clay;$7 
you must play the skilful craftsman. 

So much for ‘preparing the fallow field,’ the first stage of education, 
which we have decided to call ‘nature’; now we turn to the sowing of seed, 
which I have called 'training.' Exactly what you plant in a child's mind is 
of the utmost importance, since nothing sticks in the mind for longer than 
what is absorbed in these early years. Everyone parrots Horace's dictum, 
but few take heed of it: ‘A new jar will retain the smell / Of the first thing 
ever poured into it.?5 Our earliest habits often still seem the best. In his 
Politics Aristotle tells of one Theodore, an actor, who would never let anyone 
else go on stage before him because he thought that the spectators always 
applauded the first performer more loudly than the ic 

There are two sides to education, the one concerned with scholarship 
itself, the other with piety and morality. There is nothing to prevent the 
two being pursued side by side, but piety must always have priority. I have 
said a few words about book-learning already here, and a good deal on 
the subject in other works, particularly the one On Education for Children, 
and in my Education of a Christian Prince and Colloquies57 Anyone wanting 
more information should consult Plato's Republic and Laws, and Aristotle's 
Republic, especially books 7 and 8. They prefer public schooling to private 
education; these days public education is in the hands of the elementary 
schoolmasters, who ought to be selected with the greatest of care, but in 
fact it is usually sordid and worthless men, some of them barely sane, who 
are appointed. They are given sordid premises and a pitiful salary, and you 
would think they were raising pigs, not educating the free-born sons of the 
citizenry. The very future of the state is endangered in such places. But 
it goes still worse with those children who receive an illiberal education®”” 
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674 Cf Adagia T ii 33. 

675 Horace Epistles 1.2.69-70, a favourite image of Erasmus. See Adagia 11 iv 20; 
Puerpera (‘The New Mother’) CWE 39 596; De pueris instituendis CWE 26 306. 

676 Aristotle Politics 7.17.13 (1336b27-31) 

677 De pueris instituendis, though not published until 1529, was composed c 1509 
(see CWE 26 292); the Institutio principis christiani CWE 27 203-88 was first pub- 
lished in 1516, and the Colloquia from 1519 onwards. 

678 Schoolmasters are a frequent target for Erasmus, eg in the Moria CWE 27 122— 
3; De prouuntiatione CWE 26 382-4; and especially De pueris instituendis ibidem 

24-5. 

679 CE the full title of De pueris statim ac liberaliter iustituendis (‘Early Liberal Edu- 
cation for Children’), where Erasmus rails against the ‘houses of the Brethren’ 
in which an illiberal education was sometimes provided for cash, though they 
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in the caves of certain creatures of darkness, since this trade is practised in 
some monasteries by a kind of men halfway between monks and laymen — 
so many evil things have crawled into the world under the cover of religion! 

But let us pass quickly over all that and concentrate on ways of in- 
culcating piety into children. The first seeds of religion are to know that 
God must be feared and loved above all else: God who created, restored, 
and governs the universe, who is all-pervading, all-knowing, all-seeing, and 
who has offered eternal life to all those who keep his commandments? and 
trust in him through his Son Jesus, who with the Father lives in the hearts 
of the faithful through the Holy Spirit. But they must also know that just 
as God rewards all goodness, so he punishes all wickedness. Thus no one 
is denied the reward for his good deeds, even if mere mortals return evil 
for good, and likewise no one, however secret his sins, can escape God's 
vengeance, unless the sinner repents and is reconciled with God. 

The name of Jesus must be brought to children's attention in such a 
way that they take him to their hearts and love him above all else. Then they 
must be told that children are always accompanied by angels who watch and 
note all their deeds, their thoughts even, and that they delight in chastity, 
modesty, sobriety, love, and friendship and deplore their opposites; when 
the angels observe these virtues in their charges, they shower them with 
gifts from God to make them better still. 

The next task is to ensure that the child holds the Holy Scriptures in 
the greatest reverence, for in them, as from an oracle, God speaks eter- 
nally to humankind. The child will conceive this esteem for them more 
readily if he sees that the sacred books are always treated with respect, 
if he learns to kiss the gospel text, if no one invokes Holy Writ in jest 
or in anger, but soberly and respectfully. Let him also learn to contem- 
plate the beauty of the skies, the rich bounty of the earth, the bubbling 
of the springs, the winding of the rivers, the vastness of the oceans, the 
boundless variety of the earth's creatures, and remember that all this was 
created to serve humanity's needs, so long as humanity serves its creator, 
God. Let the child learn of those gifts that God has especially bestowed 
upon his chosen flock through his only Son, and that are poured out daily 
through the Holy Spirit, and, finally, of the rewards awaiting the righteous 
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were hostels rather than schools (CWE 26 325 and ng7 and Margolin 548 n546). 
For Erasmus' own bitter experiences at the hands of such teachers, see De pro- 
nuntiatione CWE 26 385-6; Ep 447:109-14 and n108; and R.J. Schoeck Erasmus 
Grandescens (Nieuwkoop 1988) 36-8. . 

680 Cf Matt 19:17. 
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and the punishments awaiting the unrighteous. Let the child be told of 
the obligation he accepted at baptism to remain true to his commander, Je- 
sus, in whose service he has enrolled; let him keep spotless the white tu- 
nic he has put on. Let the child also be told of the close ties of kinship 
that exist between all Christians, who are like the members of a single 
body. This will accustom him to treat fellow Christians with brotherly af- 
fection for the simple reason that they are Christians; let him understand 
that Christ is both wounded and healed in his members. Let the child 
learn that no one who dwells in Christ is unhappy, or could ever be un- 
happy, whatever befalls, be it good times or bad, be it life or death. In ad- 
versity we must give thanks to God, who scourges us for our salvation's 
sake; nor must we take prosperity for granted, but worship God for his 
kindness. 

The child must be taught how to conduct himself towards his parents, 
his elders, his equals, and his inferiors; he will learn not to scorn the poor, 
and to be friendly to his equals, respectful to his elders, and devoted to his 
parents. He should know that, in performing a service for any of these, he 
will be earning God's approval, since in so doing he obeys God's command- 
ments. Let him be given examples of virtue, drawn above all from the life 
of Christ, and then of others, especially those whose holiness is attested by 
the Holy Scriptures. Let him be told how ugly it is to fall prey to envy or 
anger or hatred, and how becoming it is to speak with restraint, modesty, 
and circumspection; he must hold his tongue, except when it is essential to 
speak, and not betray his ignorance. Finally, let him learn that there is noth- 
ing worse than lying, or slandering someone, especially in the person's ab- 
sence. If these and similar principles are instilled in a child's tender mind, 
they will eventually blossom into a life of outstanding virtue. 

You should be aware that when children reach their fourteenth year 
their potential is at its highest, and they are most receptive to everything 
that is worth knowing; if this opportunity is missed, it will not recur. At 
this stage, therefore, you must concentrate single-mindedly upon the best 
ways of consolidating the child's moral development and completing his 
academic education. It will greatly advance our hope that the children will 
turn out as we wish if we have first set ourselves before them as a pattern. 
Children have a particular gift for imitation; if they see that their parents' 
lives are filled with piety, chastity, sobriety, and moderation, they will copy 
the things they see every day, out of habit, as it were, just as living with 
a stammerer will make you begin to stammer. Mere words of advice will 
have little effect if the child sees that his parents’ lives are quite different 
from their words, and it will be hard to convince him that their advice was 
serious when they take no heed of it themselves. 
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Another important matter will be the choice of tutor or teacher.$?! Par- 
ents are in fact extraordinarily negligent over this. They pick very care- 
fully the man who will look after their horses, but they will entrust their 
children to almost anyone. Some mothers treat their lap-dogs/^ better than 
their children, and a stable boy or a falconer is paid more than the chil- 
dren's tutor. Even princes are, generally speaking, less fortunate here than 
elsewhere: few are handed over early in life to god-fearing and honourable 
tutors. 

What should be looked for in a tutor is not so much erudition as moral 
integrity. You must make an unbiased and considered choice; do not take 
on anyone who pushes himself forward, who campaigns for the post by 
flattering you, or who is thrust on you by your friends. When you are ill, 
or your ship is foundering, do you listen to your friends? 'Send for this 
particular doctor, for my sake; he's a relative, a friend of mine.’ ‘Give the 
wheel to this chap; he's very keen to have it!’ You will of course reply, ‘I 
may pander to your whims some other time, but now I am in danger, and 
the best doctor for me will be the one most likely to cure me; the skip- 
per I want is the one who knows best how to handle a ship.’ You should 
do the same in choosing the person to whom you intend to entrust your 
child's formative years. But if you find a suitable candidate, do not put the 
whole burden on him and abdicate your own responsibility; you must act 
like an overseer,*3 and look in from time to time to see how your child is 
getting on. 

Your tenant farmer may be an honest man, but you still pay frequent 
visits to the farm and, if you find something wrong, demand that he take 
action; if he has failed to perform some essential task, you want to know the 
reason why. And if the farmer clearly fails to live up to your expectations, 
you get rid of the slacker and put in someone better. If you will do all that 
for a parcel of land, will you not do as much for the intended heir to your 
entire estate? Is a child worth less than a field? You do all you can to leave 
your child well-off, but make no attempt to teach him what to do with his 
inheritance. That is no less absurd than buying him the finest of lutes but 
forgetting to arrange any music lessons for him. 
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681 This section, largely inspired by Plutarch Moralia 4A—E, is echoed vigorously 
in De pueris instituendis CWE 26 313-14; cf Margolin 477 n42. 

682 Literally, ‘Maltese puppies’; cf Adagia m1 iii 71. 

683 Erasmus uses episcopus, ‘bishop,’ but originally meaning ‘overseer’ in Greek; 
perhaps a comment on the true role of the bishop; see n274 above. 

684 Erasmus is echoing the rhetorical question posed by the philosopher Crates, 
quoted in full (via Plutarch Moralia 4E) in De pueris instituendis CWE 26 304. 
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Teaching the very young is no mean skill, and educating adolescents 
requires outstanding talent. Our lives on this earth are influenced most pow- 
erfully by three groups: by teachers, who form the young; by preachers, who 
instruct the people; and by princes. When Diogenes was being sold at auc- 
tion, the auctioneer asked him how he would like to be described, and he 
replied, ‘Say that I am a man who can handle children.’ A rich man who 
had young children at home heard the announcement, bought Diogenes, 
and made him tutor to his children.55 But a single drachma would be too 
much to pay for a bad man, or a bad teacher. For in fact not every good 
and learned man is necessarily suited to teaching the young; many lack 
gentleness, others lack patience. But anyone who is a specialist in this field 
cannot be paid too much; a good tutor is worth whatever you think your 
child's well-being is worth. Aristippus, probably the most quick-witted of 
all philosophers, was asked by a very rich man what salary he would want 
to take on the man's son; he demanded a thousand drachmas. The rich man, 
scandalized by his effrontery, exclaimed: "What! I could buy a slave for that 
much! ‘Yes,’ replied Aristippus, ‘but if you pay me you will be getting two 
slaves: your son, and the man you've hired for your son.'** | do not dis- 
approve of people who employ a tutor at home while the children are still 
small; the young children are even better cared for, and the parents can look 
more closely at the character of their instructor. 

People often ask whether it is more advantageous for children to 
be educated at home by a tutor or to have lessons with a crowd of 
other children®” in what the ancients termed a paedagogium e? nowadays 
called a college, or in some places a bursa? There is also, as I mentioned 
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685 The story, found in Diogenes Laertius 6.74, is told at greater length in De 
pueris instituendis CWE 26 326. 

686 The story is told in Diogenes Laertius 6.86 and Plutarch Moralia 4F-5A. 

687 The question is discussed most thoroughly by Quintilian lustitutiones oratoriae 
1.2.1-29, who opts for a medium-sized school. Erasmus is most concerned that 
schools should be under public and preferably secular control; see Margolin 
85-6 and 549 n550. 

688 The word paedagogiui may have pejorative overtones, being originally a school 
for slaves and metaphorically a school for vice; cf Pliny Naturalis historia 
23 129052: 

689 Bursa is a puzzling term, more likely to be applied to a student's financing 
(cf French bourse, ‘grant’) than to his place of study. C. DuCange Glossarium 
ad scriptores mediae et infimae Latinitatis 6 vols (Niort 1883) 1 790, having recog- 
nized the association with bursarii (students subsidized from the public purse), 
defines bursa further as a meeting place, or an illicit meeting, also a secondary 
meaning of collegium, which Erasmus has just used; we may suspect further 
irony on Erasmus’ part. 
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earlier??? a kind of men, halfway between monks and laymen, who will 
take charge of anything up to a couple of hundred youngsters in a single 
building. It cannot be denied that isolation is unprofitable to children, and 
that there are many advantages in mixing socially. None the less, it must be 
admitted that in a large group there are always some bad characters, who 
will infect many of the others, and that individuals cannot receive the same 
attention when it has to be divided among so many. Moreover, you cannot 
choose the teachers there, as they are appointed and removed at the behest 
of others. There is one particular disadvantage with colleges, which is that 
they do not teach grammar with sufficient intensity." It should be the most 
carefully taught subject of all. There are two reasons: first, students are too 
quickly whisked away to those subjects that lead to the degrees of Bachelor 
and Master; the young people are dazzled by the prestige and informality 
of the subjects, and the masters make more profit out of them. Teachers of 
grammar are so little esteemed that they will appoint a mere boy to teach 
the other boys, even if he is barely sixteen and got his qualifications only the 
day before yesterday. Yet no one can teach grammar properly unless he has 
studied all kinds of writing on all sorts of topics and is a practised writer 
himself. 

For these reasons many people prefer a middle course and have five or 
six children taught by a single tutor. This solution provides the comradeship 
that lively youngsters require, though the tutor can still give his attention 
to individuals, and it easily avoids the corruption that flourishes in larger 
groups. The next best course is to give each of the pupils who live or learn in 
a college a personal tutor who will give him some private lessons. Someone 
will object, ‘This is good advice for the rich, but what about the poor?’ I 
wish that I could give useful advice to everyone! But at least the rich can 
be reminded that if they spot any naturally talented children from poor 
backgrounds, they could pay for their education, or let them join their own 
children and be taught with the same care and attention by their teacher. 
There are many kinds of alms-giving, by which the rich try to buy into 
the kingdom of God, but they should know that this kind of alms-giving is 
particularly pleasing to God. 

Whatever the system of training adopted, it is essential that all children 
be taught first to speak clearly and accurately; then they must learn to read 
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1528. 
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and write fluently. Books are a major source not only of instruction but 
of recreation, but no one can take much pleasure in reading if he cannot 
read quickly. Those who can afford it should also study one of the nobler 
mechanical arts, such as painting, sculpture, clay modelling, or architecture. 
I know that the ancient philosophers had no time for such arts,” but we 
cannot despise them since we worship Christ the carpenter, known as the 
carpenter's son.” Such studies will keep them from idleness, and if they fall 
on hard times, they will have something to keep them going, if we believe 
the popular saying that having a skill never hurt anyone.f9! 

Some people consider that a girl's education is complete if she has 
been shut away until her marriage and has never set eyes on a man or been 
seen by one; in the meantime she lives among foolish and inconsequential 
women, from whom she may imbibe more corruption than if she were liv- 
ing among men. I admit that it is a great achievement to have preserved a 
daughter's virginity, but the truly chaste woman is the one who knows her- 
self what chastity means, and how it can best be preserved. A girl's mind 
must be filled with the religious arguments that will enable her to do so ra- 
tionally and wholeheartedly. People in general consider it a waste of time to 
give girls a literary education, but wiser heads know that there is no better 
way to improve their minds and safeguard their virtue. In this area, how- 
ever, people must make their own decision, according to their circumstances 
and means. It is certainly true that a growing girl will need more careful 
protection than a boy. Both are on a very slippery path, but more pitfalls 
await a girl, and she is less strong-minded; once she has fallen, rumour's 
trumpet will sound more harshly for her. The merest touch, or a breath of 
wind, and your milk-white rose will lose her bloom. 

To sum up: that most precious treasure, virginity, is irrecoverable, and 
so, as I have said, your first concern will be to fill the girl's mind with holy 
thoughts and teach her to know what is right and then to love it. Your next 
task will be to protect her from any taint of immorality; for as long as pos- 
sible, she must know nothing of sin, and she must never find it attractive. 
Third, she must be kept busy, as idleness is the bane of good character. Im- 
moral company plays a big part in corrupting innocent minds; I would ex- 
pecta father and mother, above all, to say and do nothing immoral in front 
of their daughter, however young she may be. I do not know why, but we 
are all very precocious when it comes to learning to do wrong; even if she 
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cannot understand what she sees or hears, it will remain in her mind like 
a corrupt seed that will one day grow into a poisonous plant. ‘A boy must 
be treated with great consideration,” but a little girl even more so; if you 
parents are thinking of doing something immoral, do not imagine that your 
little daughter is too young to understand. Where can children go to avoid 
bad company if even their parents school them in wickedness? 

This is how girls are brought up at court in certain countries: in the 
morning, they get busy with the curlers and the make-up, then off to mass 
to see and be seen; breakfast, followed by some gossip, followed by the 
midday meal. After that, take your places for some mindless chatter! The 
girls sink down here and there, and the men rush to put their heads in their 
laps. The girl who never refuses one is highly praised for her manners. Then 
it is time for some silly games, most of them rather coarse as well; so the 
afternoon is whiled away until it is time for supper. After supper, more of 
the same amusements as after the previous meal. 

It is in such an atmosphere that the sons and little daughters of princes 
are brought up. But they are not much better brought up in the country. 
The sons and daughters of the gentry spend their days in the company of 
greasy, idle servants, who are often slovenly and immoral into the bargain. 
How else are they to pass the time? Well, they could pass the time a lot more 
profitably weaving tapestries. Aristotle wants high-born children kept away 
from the slaves because of their low character and lowbrow humour.°” The 
ancients had special rooms in which the men could meet, other rooms set 
aside for the women, and the parthenons, or maidens' chambers, where the 
girls could spend their time. 

To learn how carefully a girl's chastity must be safeguarded, listen to 
that wise man Sirach: ‘You have sons: train them and bend them to your 
will from their earliest years. You have daughters: protect their bodies and 
do not let them see you smile.” What kind of advice is this? How can a 
father not love his daughters, especially if they are dutiful and god-fearing; 
and if he loves them, how can he look upon them with an unsmiling face? 
But in fact, if you truly love your daughters, that is why you will hide your 
smiles when you see them. Where is the danger? It is important that girls of 
that age should always be constrained by feelings of respect, and too much 
cheerfulness in their father's face will detract from this not a little. If his 
daughters do something unbecoming, they are rebuked by a stern glance 
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from their father; if they have done nothing wrong, their father's expression 
still must be serious (but not harsh) to remind them not to err. 

What would Sirach say if he could see some of these modern fathers 
who, in the presence of their growing — and even fully-grown — daugh- 
ters, boast in their cups of their own youthful indiscretions, spotlighting 
the temptations of adolescence? Even worse, they blurt out the secrets of 
the marriage-bed. And yet, if their sons go astray, these fathers will disin- 
herit them; and if anything happens to their daughters, they will confound 
heaven and earth. Why rage at your children, you faithless father? It is 
yourself you should punish, since you put them up to it; can you be sur- 
prised if the young people do things of which they have heard you boast 
so often? "What words will you find to upbraid your son?' as the woman 
in the play said.® It is worse to boast of your misdeeds than to commit 
them, but it is worst of all to do it in front of your children. Are you sur- 
prised that your offspring do not respect you, since you have no respect 
for them? What chance of your children having decent moral standards, 
when they are undermined by you, who should be their most scrupulous 
guardian? 

Some people use obscenities so often that they sometimes slip out un- 
expectedly. I witnessed a remarkable example of this in Brussels, at the 
church of St Gudula.” The church was crowded with people when a cer- 
tain married lady, of impeccable reputation and excellent family, came in. 
The floor was slippery with snow from people's shoes, and suddenly she 
slipped and fell; in her surprise, she uttered a loud cry, naming, as many 
women do out of habit, the male member. Everyone roared with laughter, 
and she blushed with shame. It just slipped out, but why do people get 
into such bad habits? Could they not learn, just as easily, to name Jesus or 
Mary when something unexpected happens to frighten them? Some people 
have a similar habit of cursing when something goes wrong, or of swear- 
ing when they tell a story; but when they say, ‘A hundred devils!’ might 
they not just as well say, 'God be good to me’? Some people can scarcely 
utter four words without swearing; children take in such things from an 
early age. 
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Joo St Gudula's is the cathedral church of Brussels. This anecdote was added to 
Erasmus’ manuscript draft on a separate slip of paper; see C. Reedijk "Three 
Erasmus Autographs in the Royal Library at Copenhagen' in Studia bibliograph- 
ica in honorem Herman de La Fontaine Verwey (Amsterdam 1966) 546. 
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Love stories, which are so influential with the young, very easily take 
hold of immature minds, and a good many of them contain an element of 
coarseness. Storytellers who corrupt innocent minds with their far from in- 
nocent tales must be kept away from young girls, for it is poison that they 
drip into those tender ears. 

In some countries these days, as a sort of annual ritual, new songs are 
published for the girls to learn. They all have similar themes — a husband 
deceived by his wife, a girl escaping her parents' vigilance, a secret tryst 
arranged with a lover; these tricks are recounted with approval, and suc- 
cessful debauchery is applauded. The style in which these poisonous tales 
are told is so foul, so full of innuendo and suggestiveness, that pure filth 
could not be filthier. A lot of people, especially in Flanders,” earn a living 
from such stuff; if the law were more vigilant, the authors of these lulla- 
bies would be flogged by the hangman, and made to sing dirges, not dirty 
ditties. And yet these brazen corrupters of youth make a living from their 
crimes, and there are even parents who think that learning such songs will 
count as a social grace in their daughter. 

The ancients considered that music belonged to the liberal arts; but 
since those rhythmic sounds have such power to affect the human spirit, 
some concluded that the soul itself was music, or at least contained musi- 
cal harmony, since like attracts like. Thus they carefully distinguished be- 
tween the different modes, among which the Dorian took the palm, and 
considered music so important that they thought it necessary to make laws 
prohibiting the import into the state of any music that might corrupt the 
citizens.” And is not our music, leaving aside the foul language and dis- 
gusting themes, full of frivolousness, not to say madness? There used to 
be a kind of performance in which, without using words, the actors could 
represent whatever they wished by no more than the movements of their 
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701 See J.-C. Margolin Erasme et la musique (Paris 1965) 16-23 for a discussion of the 
contemporary vogue for the erotic chanson in France and Flanders, promoted 
by composers who were also ecclesiastics, such as Jannequin and Passereau. In 
1525 the Parisian engraver Pierre Haultin devised movable characters which 
permitted staff and notes to be printed simultaneously, and this led to a huge 
expansion in the printing of such texts. The remainder of Margolin's mono- 
graph provides a useful commentary on Erasmus' decided views on music here. 

702 See Aristotle Politics 8.3.2-10 and 8.7.12 (on the superiority of the Dorian 
mode); Plato Republic 3.398-401, Laws 7.800-3, and Timaeus 47D. Much of this 
echoes a passage in Ep 1304:381-430. Patriotic Greeks considered the Dorian 
the only authentic national mode, and disparaged the ‘barbarian and Asiatic’ 
Lydian and Phrygian, and their derivatives. 
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bodies.7? It is similar with these songs: even without words, you can guess 
the obscenity of the subject from the style of the music, not to mention the 
frantic shrilling of the pipes" and the thumping rhythm of the drums, all 
adding to the frenzy — and we let girls dance to this music, get a taste for 
it, and think it can do them no harm. 

In fact we have even brought this kind of music out of the dance- 
halls and taverns and into the churches; still more ridiculous, we pay people 
huge salaries to wreck the dignity of the services with their absurd warbling. 
I would not ban music from services, but I would insist on settings that 
are worthy of them. Nowadays the sacred texts are accompanied by the 
most unholy sounds; you might as well dress Cato in Thais’ clothes." These 
licentious singers even include obscene words. If the law will not take action, 
priests and bishops should be on the watch for this. 

As Aristotle said, ‘A foul mouth will not shrink from foul deeds.’ 
The question is, what is obscene? Some deeds, such as theft and murder, are 
foul, but the words describing them are not considered obscene. Similarly, 
some things are not offensive in themselves, but if you describe them in 
unvarnished language they become obscene - for example, to have one’s 
wife, to discharge one’s belly, to pass water. No part of the body is shameful, 
since God created all parts good and beautiful; yet in some cases decency 
demands that they be concealed, and even that they should not be named 
directly, but indicated by some modest circumlocution. Vulva is a blameless 
word, and so is womb, and yet the ignorant consider them disgusting. You 
may say ‘a woman’s nature’ without giving offence, when you mean her 
pudenda; there are similar euphemisms for the male pudenda. A similar 
reticence must be observed in describing the actions of these organs that I 
discussed earlier. Thus the first definition of obscenity is to name directly 
things that, for decency’s sake, should be described more guardedly. 

The second definition is to describe indecent acts, though not in crude 
language, in such a way as to make indecency seem acceptable and laudable. 


++ 


703 A reference to the art of pantomimus, a sophisticated form of what is now 
called mime, very popular in imperial Rome. Mimus, on the other hand, was 
more akin to modern farce. 

704 Corybanticae tibiae, an allusion to the frenzied priests of Cybele, renowned for 
their wild dancing; cf Adagia 111 vii 39. 

705 Cato the Censor, the epitome of moral rigour (or his equally strict great- 
grandson Cato of Utica); on the courtesan Thais, see n573 above. On Eras- 
mus’ distaste for the ‘absurd warbling’ in church, and particularly for poly- 
phonic settings of the liturgy, see his paraphrase on 1 Cor 14 LB V 731C-F. 

706 Aristotle Politics 7.17.8 (1336b5-6) 
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For example, it is not obscene to use the word adultery, but if someone de- 
scribes in lurid detail the methods used by the wife to deceive her husband 
and receive her lover, that is obscene. If it is essential to describe indecent 
acts, it must be done with loathing, just as good deeds must be described 
with every sign of approval. However, other people’s misdeeds should never 
be recounted unless some useful purpose is served by it. It is also obscene to 
put a vicious interpretation on some perfectly innocent act, but worse than 
obscene to adapt some blameless piece of writing to a filthy theme, as did 
Ausonius in his Cento nuptialis, a work utterly unworthy of a Christian.” 
Again, although it is not obscene to speak of theft or murder, there are none 
the less certain monstrous crimes, most of them the products of lust, that 
boys and girls ought not to hear mentioned unless it is absolutely necessary, 
and even then with great circumspection and detestation. Paul speaks of 
this in Ephesians 5[:12]: ‘The things they do in secret it would be shameful 
even to mention.’ 

Sometimes changing usage creates obscenity, although neither the 
word nor the deed is intrinsically obscene: the same word seems quite proper 
in one time or place, but not in others. For example, bini [a couple] is a per- 
fectly proper word in Latin, but not in Greek,”™ and patrare [to perform 
or father] used to be improper, but has no obscene overtones now. But in 
modern times the verb armare [to love], which used to be an acceptable eu- 
phemism for sexual intercourse, is now so discredited that you cannot de- 
cently use it even in an entirely innocent context; it is considered offensive 
and obscene even to say that you 'love' your mother. 

I have run through all these different kinds of filthy language to help 
you avoid any hint of obscenity. I said something earlier about obscene pic- 
tures: Aristotle believes that lewd pictures and sculptures are so detrimen- 
tal to morality that the state should impose laws prohibiting the possession 
of any image containing a hint of lasciviousness.” The tongue speaks to 
the ears, a picture speaks/"* to the eyes, but a picture is more graphic by 
far than words and generally makes a deeper impression on the mind. Aris- 
totle also prescribed a severe penalty even for an indecent utterance. What 
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707 Ausonius' Cento nuptialis is a compilation or patchwork of Virgil's lines, writ- 
ten at the request of the emperor Valentinian c 368, and includes an epic and 
graphic description of the wedding night! 

708 jwéo describes illicit intercourse, as opposed to é7viw, which is used both of 
marrying and of intercourse. 

709 Aristotle Politics 7.17.9-10 (1336b8—16); for the earlier passage, see 384-5. The 
punishment Aristotle prescribes relates to the communal meals that were an 
important part of Greek civic life. 

710 Cf Adagia ri i 48. 
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was it? If the offender were free-born but not yet old enough to join the 
men at table, he would be refused that honour; if he were older, he would 
be scourged, the treatment reserved for slaves, since he had committed a 
slave's offence. 

An undisciplined tongue is indeed the kind of servile fault that should 
be unthinkable in any noble spirit, but even more in those whom Christ's 
blood released from enslavement to sin into the freedom of the children of 
God.7" You have heard the pagan philosopher's view; should not Christians 
be all the more ashamed to lionize, as witty and jolly fellows, the most foul- 
mouthed reprobates? Not to mention the licentiousness of our signs and 
paintings, which depict and set before our eyes things normally too dis- 
gusting even to name. These subjects are on public display in the taverns 
and market-squares and meet our eyes whether we like it or not, images 
'that would inflame even the desires, long extinguished by age, of a Priam 
or a Nestor. 7"? Alas, the indifference of our law and its officers! 

The philosopher hammers away at all obscene images, except those of 
certain gods whom the laws associate with licentiousness/'? I imagine that 
he is referring to images of the naked Venus and Cupid, of the keeper of 
the gardens, of satyrs, and of the phalluses of Bacchus; in their festivals 
certain ritual indecencies were performed.7'^ What a strange religion the 
philosopher proclaims! He permits such indecency to be associated with 
the gods, who above all should hold aloof from such things. Gods should 
be worshipped in purity by the pure and in chastity by the chaste. Simi- 
larly, Seneca attributes to long-established laws the fact that the people in- 
dulge in foolish rituals to worship the gods, doing what the laws command 
rather than what is holy./? But even Aristotle requires that young people 
be excluded from such ceremonies.7'? 
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711 Cf Rom 8:21. 

712 Juvenal Satires 6.325-6. The wise king of Pylos, Nestor was proverbially as- 
sociated with old age; see Adagia 1 vi 66, and, for Nestor with the venerable 
Trojan king Priam alongside, De contemptu mundi CWE 66 152 and the colloquy 
vydddtov ovpmdavov (‘The Sober Feast’) CWE 40 925. 

713 Aristotle Politics 7.17.10 (1336b16-19) 

714 The 'keeper of the gardens' was Priapus, son of Venus and Bacchus, and a 
god of fertility, both human and agricultural. The satyrs, part human and 
part goat, were renowned for their lechery. Giant phalluses were carried in 
procession during the festival of Bacchus, the Bacchanalia (cf n448 above). 

715 See eg Seneca's Epistulae morales 95.47-50. But this is possibly a reference to 
Seneca’s lost work on superstition described and quoted by St Augustine 
De civitate Dei 6.10, and mentioned by Erasmus in the Ratio verae theologiae 
LB V 80C. 

716 Aristotle Politics 7.17.10 (1336b17-18) 
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Thanks be to God that our worship contains nothing that is unchaste 
and impure! But this makes it all the more sinful when people introduce 
indecency into subjects that are by nature innocent, First, why is it necessary 
to have certain stories depicted in church at all? Why a youth and a girl lying 
in the same bed? Why David watching Bathsheba from his window and 
summoning her to be defiled, or embracing the Shunammite who was sent 
to him? Why the dance of Herodias’ daughter?77 The subjects are indeed 
taken from the holy books, but why has so much artistic licence been used 
to depict the women? There are things surrounding the altars where the 
Eucharist is performed that would not be allowed into any decent home. 

Thus you must keep out of your house all loose-living, idle, and pam- 
pered young people, together with drunken servants, gossiping women, 
dancing-girls, mountebanks//?? actors, actresses, and indecent pictures — in 
short, anyone or anything that could poison the minds of the young through 
their eyes or ears, or in any other way. So far from such people and influ- 
ences being brought into your home from outside, should you find that any 
of them have crept unnoticed into your household, they must be ignomin- 
iously expelled at once. 

I feel compelled to ask why Christian law is so forbearing. Some people 
make a living from this trade: they obtain a good-looking girl from some- 
where and teach her, young as she is, to perform erotic dances and mimes; 
they worm their way into the banquets of the nobility and even of bishops. 
As soon as she is old enough, she is made a whore, and one poor ruined 
girl earns enough to keep three strapping youths and a woman who claims 
to be her mother; these libertines get a gold piece or two from every sat- 
isfied client. If magistrates ever took any thought for morality, it would be 
here: they would ask the vagabonds where they found the girl (and per- 
haps discover that she had been spirited away from a respectable home) 
and why, despite being perfectly fit, they had chosen to lead this idle and 


+ x ook 


717 The stories of David, Bathsheba, and Abishag the Shunammite are told in 2 
Sam 11 and 1 Kings 1; an example is Hans Memling's Bathsheba at Her Toilet (c 
1485, now in the Staatsgalerie, Stuttgart); see M. Brion The Bible in Art (London 
1956) plate 175. The story of Salome, Herodias’ daughter, is told in Matt 14:1— 
12 and Mark 6:14-29; an example might be Benozzo Gozzoli's Dance of Salome 
and Beheading of St John tlie Baptist (c 1490, now in the National Gallery of Art, 
Washington); see G. Ferguson Signs and Symbols in Christian Art (New York 
1961) plate vir. On licentious depictions of religious subjects in general, cf 
384-5 above. 

718 Atellanarum histriones, ‘actors in Atellan plays,’ which were popular farces in 
ancient Rome, described by Livy 7.2.12 


INSTITUTION OF CHRISTIAN MATRIMONY LB V 720A 431 


vicious existence. To help them make a full confession, they would deserve 
at the very least the honour of a public thrashing and banishment from the 
city. This topic would provide abundant material for a tirade,””” but I must 
set a limit to my complaints and complete my task. 

Idleness is in fact a danger to anyone, but it is most dangerous by far to 
impressionable youth. Children must therefore always be given something 
to keep them occupied, even a game, if you wish, so long as it is worth- 
while. Idleness is still more dangerous if accompanied by wealth and iso- 
lation. The celebrated playwright's dictum is not far from the truth: "The 
thoughts of a woman alone always turn to evil.7 There are few women 
who have achieved that masculine strength of mind that enables them to 
debate important matters with themselves, and never to be less alone than 
when they are alone.”* It is certainly true that solitude is unprofitable to 
boys and girls. The philosopher feared for the youth whom he saw standing 
alone, lost in thought, and asked him what he was doing. ‘I am talking to 
myself,’ he said. ‘Are you sure that you are not talking to a rogue?' replied 
the philosopher? But if a girl is intent on her prayers or on her book, she 
is neither idle nor alone; in prayer, she is talking to God, and in reading the 
sacred books she is listening to God's word. 

But there is no end to the advice I could give, much of it passed on 
by the ancients, and as much by modern writers. The subject would re- 
quire much briefer treatment if parents knew what to advise, and if chil- 
dren obeyed their parents. For at this early age it is not yet possible to put 
children in the best category, of those who are both wise in themselves and 
ready to accept good advice. There is of course the opposite category, those 
totally feckless people who have no wisdom in themselves but will not be 
guided by the counsel of others. It is enough if children fall into the middle 
category, of those who cannot yet see for themselves what it is best to do 
but who willingly accept good advice. That is why the apostle Paul required 
only one thing of children: obedience. ‘Children,’ he says, ‘obey your par- 
ents in all things, for this is God's will.7? When he says, ‘in all things,’ he 
does not include unchristian demands; he is using hyperbole to underline 
the importance of obedience. Of course some parents are too strict, laying 
down arbitrary rules and punishing where there is no crime. Children will 
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719 Like that in the Institutio principis christiani CWE 27 267-8 

720 Publilius Syrus Sententiae 376 

721 An echo of a dictum of Scipio quoted in Plutarch Moralia 1968 
722 An anecdote told of Crates by Seneca Epistulae morales 1.10.1 
72a Col ya 
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obey in all things, until it is a question of going against their religion; the 
duty we owe to our parents must yield to the greater duty we owe to God. 
To those who rebel and claim that their parents are wicked, the Apostle has 
a concise reply: ‘For this is God's will.’ Let this be enough to quell all rebel- 
lion: ‘This is God's will.’ The rule of obedience is the same for slaves and 
free children.” 

It will be best if each side performs its function aright; unless the 
man in authority is lapsing into tyranny, it is best that subordinates should 
obey their masters. Nothing is more ruinous than rebellion. It may be that 
a drunken and witless father does not deserve his son’s obedience, but ‘that 
is God’s will.’ Offer that much obedience to the Lord, and he will grant 
you the reward of obedience. Paul commands, in his letter to the Ephesians: 
‘Children, obey your parents in the Lord, for it is right that you should. 
Honour your father and your mother, which is the first commandment with 
a promise attached: “That it may be well with you, and that you may live 
long on the earth." 7^? 

Why did he add ‘in the Lord’ to his rule of obedience? ‘In the Lord’ 
means both ‘for love of the Lord,’ who will reward you for it, and also ‘in 
things that are not against the piety the Lord taught us.’ The first tablet of 
the commandments contains those that pertain to God, and the second those 
that pertain to man." But since, after God, we must first honour our par- 
ents, from whom we received life itself, Paul is right to call this the first 
commandment, because it precedes the others in its own category. He also 
added, ‘with a promise attached.’ It is indeed true that to this one command- 
ment is attached a reward, albeit a temporal one, to make the children more 
eager to obey, given that young people are not as much moved by spiritual 
rewards. These are the words in Exodus 20[:12]: ‘That you may live long on 
the earth which the Lord your God gave you.' Those who have been obedi- 
ent to their parents do not always live long on the earth, and of course in 
some respects the quicker you leave this earth the better; certainly we are 
not being guaranteed immortality in the land of the living, since anything 
that will end so soon cannot be called long. 
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724 Erasmus puns on liberi, which means both ‘children’ and ‘free people’ — which 
in this case they are not. There is probably an echo here of Paul's similar advice 
to children and slaves, eg in Eph 6:1-8. 

725 Eph 6:1-3, quoting Exod 20:12 

726 Tradition has it that, of the two tablets given to Moses on Mount Sinai (Exod 
32:15-16; Deut 4:13), the first contained the first three commandments and the 
second the remaining seven; cf NCE Iv 6-7. 
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Some may prefer Ambrose's theory that the promise 'that it may be 
well with you, and that you may live long on the earth' applies not to the 
children, but to the parents. He writes as follows: "This promise appears in 
Exodus, that parents should be honoured, and it will be well with them, and 
they will live to a great age.77 But I think that the text means, “As you treat 
your parents, so will your children treat you.' There are children whose be- 
haviour causes much anguish to their parents; in some cases they are even 
brought to an early grave, which is undoubtedly a kind of parricide. By con- 
trast, obedient children ensure a healthy and long old age for their parents. 
There is nothing more agreeable and reassuring to parents as they grow old 
than to see their children turn out well. As the blessed elder, father to so 
many, put it, ‘I have no more abundant joy than to see my children walk in 
the paths of truth.7? Thus you can expect from your children the kind of 
treatment you gave your own parents. 

The Apostle awards the highest authority to parents, but he tempers 
this by advising that it should be exercised without harshness: “And you 
fathers, he says, ‘do not provoke your children to anger, but bring them 
up in the teaching and the discipline of the Lord.'7? Some people take their 
children to task as though they were aiming not to improve them, but to 
terrify them and make them worse than they are. But paternal discipline 
should be applied in the same way that a doctor gives medicine to a patient 
he gives him a bitter-tasting draught but at the same time comforts him with 
the hope of a cure. 

The Latin educate [bring up] translates Paul's exrpépere.”° Some fathers 
make no allowances for youth (they expect their children to be born old!), 
but an infant must be cherished and allowed to mature gradually. This is 
the sense of éxrpépere. ‘In the teaching,’ in disciplina, êv waideia, is connected 
etymologically with the education of children, since vatdeverv [to rear or 
educate] comes from the Greek word for a child zaís; that is the period 
of life most suited to learning. Thus the ignorant are called àza/óevrot be- 
cause, having usually frittered away their childhood in idleness and play, 
they can never acquire true learning. mai6ebew means to teach under strict 
discipline?" (not simply to teach, which in Greek is ðıðackew), to prevent 
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727 Ambrose Commentarius in epistolam ad Ephesios 6.3 PL 17 422A 

728 3 John 4 

729 Eph 6:4 

730 This linguistic discussion echoes Erasmus’ annotation on the passage (LB VI 
856F). 

731 A secondary meaning of the Greek verb is ‘to punish.’ 
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the child's becoming intellectually developed but morally lax. Paul adds 
vovdecia, ‘in the discipline (or admonition) of the Lord,’ and you may want 
to know what, exactly, 'the Lord's discipline' means. Paul's letter to the 
Hebrews makes it clear: /The Lord disciplines those whom he loves, and 
scourges every child whom he acknowledges. This is the model for pa- 
ternal discipline, which must be tempered by love, and indeed born of love. 

It appears that Paul is speaking here of older children. How can we 
surmise this? First, because here he bestows all authority upon the father, 
not even mentioning the mother, and second, because he limits parental dis- 
cipline here to verbal chastisement and does not mention beating, although 
Solomon says, ‘A father who spares the rod hates his child, but one who 
loves him keeps him in order.7? Thus there is an age at which beating is 
useful and another at which verbal chastisement is enough. A Trojan, says 
the proverb, can be cured only by a flogging.^* But a self-willed child who is 
not moved by fear of God, respect for its parents, shame, or conscience will 
not be improved by a thrashing either.” Another point: fathers must not 
hand out a thrashing or a reprimand while they are in a rage, but a woman, 
less able to give physical vent to her emotion, will refrain from beating, 
especially from beating boys; she will delegate this task to her husband. 

In his letter to the Colossians, the Apostle again tries to temper pater- 
nal authority: ‘Fathers, do not provoke your children to wrath, for fear they 
become disheartened.7? The Latin clause ‘for fear they become disheart- 
ened’ is more forceful in Paul's Greek: un avuc, ‘for fear they become 
depressed, or despairing.’ Some fathers are so excessively violent in their 
reproaches and rattle on so interminably that finally the browbeaten youth 
will take himself quietly off, either to the army, or to a monastery, or to 
some other perilous place; he takes out his father's rage upon himself. 

A father must temper his authority with reason. Young people fre- 
quently go wrong through ignorance or thoughtlessness. Ignorance can 
be cured by maðeia, instruction with discipline, and thoughtlessness by 
vovdecia, admonition, which is a remedy for vuia, faint-heartedness. Train- 
ing by means of reasoning and example will show what is to be sought and 


ee x X 


732 Heb 12:6 

733 Prov 13:24 

734 Adagia 1 viii 36 

735 Cf Quintilian Institutiones oratoriae 1.13.13-14; for strong protests against cor- 
poral punishment, and against cruelty to children in general, see De pueris 
instituendis CWE 26 326-34. 

736 Col 3:21 
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what is to be avoided, and will explain to the pupil why these things are to 
his advantage. Nov6ecta [putting in mind] is so called because it recalls to 
the pupil's mind what thoughtlessness has allowed to escape, and restores 
his faltering judgment. 

It was a waste of breath for Demea to yell: 'O heaven! O earth! O 
Neptune’s oceans!7?7 Far more subtle was that mild father who shamed 
the young man into tears of remorse, and then delivered a fatherly rebuke: 
"What country do you think this is? You have wronged a girl whom you had 
no right to touch. I hope that you will not be so stupid again.' His mildness 
persuaded the young man to obey him in everything. However, gentleness 
can sometimes be the wrong answer, and complaisance misguided. For ex- 
ample, Eli the priest was a holy man, but his sons were distinctly unholy, 
and the old man’s exhortations had no effect on them ‘because the Lord 
meant that they should die.’73 When people stray from the path, allowance 
must always be made for human frailty, but when their wrongdoing has 
reached the point that they do not hesitate to wrong either gods or men, 
then the sinner who cannot be reformed must be removed from our midst 
to prevent further damage. Most people are awed by Brutus, who had his 
own sons beheaded for trying to reintroduce Tarquin's tyranny, but few 
applaud him.7?? 

There are several reasons why young children are quicker and easier 
to teach.”4° First, their minds are empty, like a blank tablet on which you 
may write whatever you wish. Second, everything impresses them, and they 
firmly retain these impressions. Finally, even small children have a talent for 
imitation, the first sign of understanding. Thus the early years must be fully 
occupied, before love affairs and other infatuations bring their distractions, 
and the special gifts that God has bestowed upon children must be exploited 
to guide them into the paths of virtue. Since they will always remember 
the first things they learned, only the best must be instilled in them. You 
must therefore inculcate the principal virtues with a small but carefully 
chosen selection of maxims; it would be best to take them from the sacred 
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737 Terence Adelphi 790, followed by lines 685-6 and 695. The contrasting attitudes 
of the fathers, Demea and Micio, in this play were a favourite illustration for 
Erasmus; see CWE 26 500 n32. 

738 1 Sam 2:25 

739 Lucius Junius Brutus, the great hero of early republican Rome (sixth century 
Bc), whose story is told in Livy 2.5.5-9; cf a famous passage on him in Virgil 
Aeneid 6.817-23. Tarquin was the last king of Rome. 

740 Cf the similar development in De vidua christiana CWE 66 228 and in the first 
chapter of the Institutio principis christiani CWE 27 209ff. 
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books, although there are many in the pagan texts that are not unworthy of 
a Christian. Similarly, since they readily copy anything they see done, make 
sure they see nothing that it would be wrong to copy. 

When finally they reach the parting of the ways (not Pythagoras' 
fork, since they must choose the path of virtue from their earliest in- 
fancy) and must decide what career to choose, parents should be wary of 
forcing their sons and daughters to follow some way of life for which they 
are unsuited, especially if it is one of those from which there is no re- 
turn, like entering holy orders or a monastery 7* Parents have different 
reasons for their mistakes here. Some, burdened with large families, des- 
tine a number of their children for the priesthood or the monastic profes- 
sion and, to guarantee that they cannot escape, ensure that they have taken 
some orders, or been spirited away to a monastery, before they reach pu- 
berty. A subdeacon cannot return to the world; he has been put in bonds, 
and yet all too often the victim does not realize that he is bound. If the 
parents fear that, when his judgment matures, he will overturn their de- 
cision, they obtain a bull from the pope enabling him to be initiated into 
the priesthood earlier than is permitted. The parents' reasoning is, 'If our 
property is divided among so many, our family will lose its standing; as 
it is, our son may well become a prior or an abbot, we can go and sup 
with him, and he will be no burden to us.' Others, less pragmatic, are con- 
cerned for the child's safety: considering the frantic lifestyle of the ado- 
lescent, they are afraid that he will meet some ignominious death, or fall 
foul of the law. Their fears are allayed by the tonsure and the cowl! Oth- 
ers make religion their excuse: ‘I want,’ they say, ‘some of my children to 
be dedicated to God, so there is someone to pray for me after my death.’ 
I see; so the rest are dedicated to the devil, are they? Or is it that only 
priests and monks can pray? All this would be more acceptable if they 
tried persuasion on their children; as it is, they simply force them into 
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741 Cf Adagia 1 i 2; Pythagoras used the letter gamma to illustrate how at some 
point we must all choose to follow either the path of virtue or that of vice. 
Erasmus considers that a true Christian has no choice to make. 

742 Erasmus returns for a last thrust at a primary target of this work (see 258- 
65 above), which of course reflects his own experience; cf Epp 296 and 447 on 
his unsuitability for the monastic life. These problems are dramatized in the 
colloquies Virgo uucoyapos (‘The Girl with No Interest in Marriage") and Virgo 
poenitens (‘The Repentant Girl’) cwe 39 279-305, which date from 1523. For the 
debate over the validity of a monastic profession enforced by the parents, see 
Gratian Decretum pars 2 € 20 q 1 cc 1-8, where most of the precedents cited 
uphold its validity. 
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it, and say that they will not die in peace unless their wishes have been 
carried out. 

An even better solution would be for parents who observe that their 
children incline towards such a career not to approve their choice immedi- 
ately, but to investigate their children’s vocation, and see whether it comes 
from within, or from some outside prompting.”® If they discover that the 
Pharisees are involved, hunting proselytes for their own purposes,’ the 
parents must tell them to keep away from other people's children. If the vo- 
cation comes from within, let them first consider whether the rest of their 
children's lives correspond to it; if they find that they are steeped in lust 
and corruption, they will know that their vocation is not prompted by God. 
In fact some parents even connive at their children's wickedness, saying, 
‘Let them have their fling, and afterwards they will hate vice all the more.’ 
What a foolish idea, to make someone worse to make them all at once bet- 
ter! If, however, their lives correspond to their intention, the parents must 
still not agree on the spot; just as young people, rushing with youthful en- 
thusiasm to enter an Olympic contest, must be shown how much pain and 
effort go to make a champion, so the parents must warn them of the diffi- 
culties and troubles of that way of life, and paint them a picture of a true 
monk or priest. Then they must assess their physical and mental aptitude 
for the life they propose to lead. If the child has replied quietly and sensi- 
bly to every question and has persisted in his desire for some time, there 
is every chance that a good spirit is guiding him, and the parents must not 
prolong their opposition excessively; they may well be resisting God's will. 

There must be many men and women today who have learned, as they 
grow older, that their parents used trickery and force to push them into 
a way of life for which they were unsuited by nature; far from praying 
for their parents, they will curse them and vow them to hell.” Children 
must be brought up in such a way that, whether they incline towards holy 
orders or towards the married state, it is a case of 'the pure approaching 
the pure. If a young man rejects marriage not for love of religion, but to 
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745 Erasmus expresses similar doubts about monastic vocations in the final chapter 
of De contemptu mundi CwE 66 172-5 and in De vidua christiana ibidem 223. 

744 Cf Matt 23:15. Erasmus often equates Pharisaism with the rigid insistence on 
ritual regulation characteristic of certain monastic orders; see eg Epp 164:29-31 
and 447:626-729. 

745 Literally, ‘to the Furies,’ Diris, the daughters of Hell and Night, who, in clas- 
sical mythology, persecuted the shades of the guilty 

746 Cf Titus 1:15. 
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facilitate his debauches, he must be induced to see reason for the good of 
his soul; but if he rejects it instinctively, or on rational grounds, he must not 
be discouraged. The same principle may be applied to the choice of studies 
and to all the rest of our innumerable undertakings; people almost always 
do better if they have a natural aptitude for something. 

I see that this debate has come full circle: we began with the age at 
which marriage is appropriate and desirable, and now the course of our 
discussion has brought us back to that point — a suitable moment at which 
to close this work. 
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Dinah 180, 306 
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ieiunii 110-1 

— Ecclesiastes xi 

— Enchiridion 2, 18, 40, 208 

— Encomium matrimonii xxiv, xxviii, xxix, 
209 

— Institutio principis christiani 417 
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— Paean divae Mariae atque de incarnatione 
Verbi 18 

— Precationes aliquot novae 3 
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Gregory the Great, Pope St, on 
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husbands: authority of 395, 398; health 
of potential 326-9; love owed to 
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273, 289, 292; decretals concerning, 


452 


and their alteration 278-9; error 256; 
fear 274, 294-5; Holy Orders 265, 
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Neapolitan pox. See 
syphilis/syphilitic/s 

Neptune 304 


454 


Nestor 429 
Nicholas, St 304 
Nineveh 115, 
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parents 141; authority of 204, 247-8, 
294, 435574 

Parker, Henry, Lord Morley 19 
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wife and husband sleeping apart 
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